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Prayer Is Hard—And That’s the Point 
RABBI JAN UHRBACH, Director of the Block / Kolker Center for Spiritual Arts 

We come to synagogue on the High Holy Days for many reasons: to affirm 
our Jewish identity, to be part of Jewish community, to connect with 
family, and to fulfill our obligations to God, the Jewish people, and Jewish 

tradition. We come for inspiration, learning, comfort, and challenge. 

Whatever our usual reasons, this year we’re coming amid uncertain and turbulent 
times, and most of us are hoping for some guidance and nourishment to help us manage 
our fears and find hope. A good sermon can certainly do some of that, inspiring us to 
think and act differently. 

But what we’re asked to do for most of our time in synagogue is pray. And prayer is a problem. It’s a problem 
generally because prayer is rarely easy. It’s a particular problem on the High Holy Days because the services 
are so long and repetitive, the themes and images of the liturgy are so challenging, and many of us simply don’t 
know how to engage.

But prayer does different work from teaching within a sermon, and it can offer exactly the kind of hope and 
sustenance we need.

Why Are High Holy Day Services So Long? 

Certainly there’s a lot of special holiday liturgy to get through. But there’s a much deeper, more important 
reason: authentic prayer, especially transformational prayer, takes time.

Praying is much more than merely reciting words. It involves encountering aspects of ourselves we rarely, if 
ever, see, shifting our perspective and seeing all things anew, awakening our spirits and sense of wonder. It’s 
about connection: with ourselves, with a community of other seekers, and with Someone or Something beyond 
ourselves (God, Oneness, or whatever metaphor you choose for “the all-encompassing larger something of 
which I’m but a part”). 

And on the High Holy Days, prayer has some additional goals. 

First, we’re meant to experience and claim the fullness of our humanity. On the humbling side, that means 
facing our smallness: our vulnerability, our fallibility and actual failures, our powerlessness, and our mortality. 
On the ennobling side, it means recognizing and embracing ways in which we are made in the image of God: 
our inherent dignity and unique value, our agency and consequent responsibility, our belovedness, and our 
resilience and strength. We’re reminded that we’re not supreme and that we’re not alone. 

The liturgy and the positioning of ourselves as “pray-ers” facilitates all that. These help us remove or at least 
pierce our protective armor of ego, self-deception, rationalization, external and internal makeup, posturing, 
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and their connection to you. 

Pray in your own words. The formal texts of the 
confessions on Yom Kippur are merely an opening to 
help identify the failures and regrets each of us needs 
to own up to as individuals. Similarly, the formal text of 
the prayer book isn’t meant to substitute for your own 
concerns, needs, longings, gratitude, and praise. Rabbi 
Nachman of Bratslav stressed the importance of pouring 
out your heart to God as though you were speaking to 
your closest friend. You should feel free to put down the 
book and say whatever’s on your mind and in your heart. 
You can do that silently or quietly, stepping out for a 
few moments to a private place or taking courage and 
comfort from the company of the community. And don’t 
worry if you’re not sure who (if anyone) is listening; the 
important thing is to open your heart and see what’s 
there.

Read something else for a few minutes. The Conservative 
Movement’s prayer book, Mahzor Lev Shalem, features 
a wealth of commentary, poetry, and explanations. If 
you find yourself distracted or alienated, wander into 
the margins of the page. Some people bring their own 
reading material relating to the theme of the High Holy 
Days for additional inspiration. Choose reading that 
will keep you in a reflective and prayerful mindset—
something that will focus you on inner work, not distract 
you from it, and help you reconnect to the service. 

Meditate or sit in silence. Prayer happens not on the 
page but in the heart, mind, and soul—and not always in 
words. Feel free to close the book, close your eyes, and 
open reflective space within. 

Sing. Singing—with words or a wordless melody—can 
be one of the most powerful modes of prayer there 

Taking time to prepare in advance can 
enhance your synagogue experience of Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur. The following 
book recommendations, curated by JTS 
leaders, Rabbi Jan Uhrbach, Rabbi Ayelet 
Cohen, and Rabbi Gordon Tucker, offer 
meaningful pathways into the liturgy, themes, 
and emotional landscape of this sacred 
season. 

•	 Days of Awe: A Treasury of Jewish 
Wisdom for Reflection, Repentance, 
and Renewal on the High Holy Days, ed. 
S.Y. Agnon (Schocken, 1995)

•	 This Is Real and You Are Completely 
Unprepared: The Days of Awe as a 
Journey of Transformation, Alan Lew 
(Little, Brown, 2003)

•	 Prayers of Awe (multivolume series), 
ed. Rabbi Lawrence A. Hoffman (Jewish 
Lights Publishing, 2010–2016)

•	 Beginning Anew: A Women’s 
Companion to the High Holy Days, eds. 
Judith Kates and Gail Twersky Reimer 
(Touchstone/Simon & Schuster, 1997)

You might also read in advance some of the 
commentary in Mahzor Lev Shalem (ed. By 
Rabbi Edward Feld, Rabbinical Assembly, 
2010), the High Holy Day prayerbook used 
widely across the Conservative movement 
and beyond. With its rich commentary, 
poetry, and interpretive texts, it invites 
multiple paths into prayer and meaning. Page 
numbers from Mahzor Lev Shalem are noted 
throughout this reader to help you explore 
the liturgy more fully. (It is available for 
purchase at rabookstore.org.)

The key is persisting past distraction 
or boredom to where the depth of 
meaning is found.

https://www.rabookstore.org/products/mahzor-lev-shalem-rosh-hashanah-yom-kippur
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As you listen, allow 
yourself to feel part of 
the prayer community, 
uplifted and embraced 
by the sounds of prayer, 
and imagine the needs, 
concerns, joys, pains, 
fear, and gratitude those 
sounds express. 

is. Singing can do for the heart and soul what a therapeutic massage does for the body, loosening up places of 
pain and tension, and allowing us to be more in tune with ourselves. Singing has a way of bypassing some of our 
defenses, and we may encounter parts of ourselves we rarely see (including our childlike side). So just join in. It 
doesn’t matter if you know the tune or you don’t, if you sing the words or just hum or chant along, if you stay on 
pitch or not. The point is not to sing well; the point is to sing. 

Listen. We hear a lot about participatory services, by which 
we usually mean congregational readings and singing. That’s 
all great. But the participation that really counts is inner 
engagement. For some, that happens best through active listening. 
So you may choose to simply listen for part of the service, perhaps 
closing your eyes and letting all the sounds of prayer wash over 
you—melodies, words, mumblings and murmurings, sighs, 
page rustlings. Active listening can take you out of your own 
concerns and connect you with something larger. As you listen, 
allow yourself to feel part of the prayer community, uplifted 
and embraced by the sounds of prayer, and imagine the needs, 
concerns, joys, pains, fear, and gratitude those sounds express. See 
if you can feel a moment of capaciousness, the ability to hold more 
love and compassion for those you know and those you don’t. 

Prayer is worth it, especially in these turbulent, uncertain times. Where else can one do such a deep soul 
dive in the privacy of our hearts while buoyed by the company of others doing it too? What else offers not only 
the thought but the experience of being tethered to something so much vaster than ourselves, anchored by an 
ancient and loving tradition, held by a caring community, with mutual obligations toward others? And what 
could be more important in the face of dehumanization than the challenge and opportunity of confronting and 
reclaiming the fullness of our humanity? 

May you be blessed with a moment of genuine prayer on these High Holy Days. 
May your heart open, your soul soar, and your tears flow. 

May you lose yourself and find yourself, heal and be healed. 
And may you and we be renewed.

To learn more from Rabbi Jan Uhrbach in our High Holiday 
webinar series, Standing Together: Prayer, Presence, and the Power of 
Community, visit www.jtsa.edu/event/beyond-the-sermon
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The Akedah (Mahzor Lev 
Shalem, pp. 103–105)A Knife Raised,  

a Page Left Blank: 
Reflections on the Akedah  
and a Woodcut in The JTS Library

RABBI MARCUS MORDECAI SCHWARTZ, Ripps Schnitzer Librarian for Special 
Collections; Assistant Professor, Talmud and Rabbinics

The most terrifying moment in the Binding of 
Isaac comes just before it ends. Abraham has 
built the altar. He has bound his son. He has 

lifted the knife. And then—suddenly—a voice from 
heaven calls, “Do not stretch your hand against the 
boy. Do nothing to him.”

The Akedah stands at the heart of Rosh Hashanah, 
not only as story but as liturgy. In the Zikhronot 
section of the Musaf service, we remind God not 
of Abraham’s belief, but of his submission—his 
impossible willingness to sublimate paternal love 
and fulfill a terrible command. We ask God to do 
the same: to sublimate divine anger, to restrain the 
strict demands of justice, to turn away from what 
is deserved and toward what is merciful. Abraham 
turned from love to duty. We ask God to turn from judgment to compassion.

At The JTS Library, a rare woodcut of the Akedah is tucked into a 17th-century volume of Seder Kodashim. It 
appears not in a prayer book or Bible, but between two Talmudic tractates on Temple offerings—Zevahim and 
Menahot. It fills what would otherwise be a blank page, a silence in the structure of the book. On the left side 
of the image, a ram is caught in the thicket. On the right, Abraham stands over Isaac, knife raised. Smoke rises 
toward heaven. And in the upper corner, an angel leans out of a cloud.

The artist meant to draw logs beneath the altar—fuel for a burnt offering. But they resemble the pages of a 
book. Perhaps that’s coincidence. Perhaps not. Books, after all, are made from wood. And sometimes they are 
burned. In rabbinic memory, Rabbi Hanina ben Teradyon was wrapped in a Torah scroll and set alight. As the 
flames rose, his students asked him what he saw. He said, “The parchment burns, but the letters fly upward.”

Talmud Bavli: Seder Qodashim. RB68:15. Hebrew.  
The Library of The Jewish Theological Seminary.
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Isaac was spared; Rabbi Hanina was not. The olah (burnt offering) is not always interrupted. The Greek word 
holocaustos—consistently chosen by Septuagint to translate olah—means “wholly consumed.” Rosh Hashanah 
asks us to remember a sacrifice that did not happen and to draw merit from the willingness nonetheless. 
Abraham offered more than faith. Isaac offered more than submission. They offered the human will—
restrained, terrible, and transcendent.

When we open the book to that old woodcut, we see wood shaped like pages, fire shaped like prayer, and 
memory shaped like mercy. The knife is raised. The angel speaks. The sacrifice is paused—but not forgotten.
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When Teshuvah 
Feels Impossible
NOAM BLAUER, RS 2026

A re we really being set up for success for this whole teshuvah business? We 
might commit to doing all the preparation—journaling, going to shul, talking 
to therapists, chatting with rabbis, calling up hurt family and friends, New 

Year’s resolutions, etc.—and it still feels inadequate. Am I actually morally transformed? 
I am some infinitesimally small fraction of a hypermodern, global, complex network. 
My actions bear consequences for people on the other side of the globe I will never meet and whose names I will 
never even know. I still need to bring teshuvah to bear on my most intimate  relationships,  but is this millennia-
old process suitable to the messiness and uncertainty of modern moral life?

This seemingly modern plague of angst and cynicism is actually described in ancient Jewish texts, albeit in 
different terms. A halakhah in Tosefta Bava Kamma (10:14) reads:

הגוזל את רהבים חייב לחהזיר לרבים. רומח גזל רהבים מגזל היחיד, שהגוזל את היחיד יוכל 
לפייסו ולחהזיר לו גזילו, הגוזל את רהבים אין יוכל לפייסן ולחהזיר להן גזילן.

One who steals from the masses is obligated to return [the object] to the masses. Stealing from the masses is 
more severe than stealing from just one individual, because one who steals from just one individual is able 
to appease that individual and return to him his stolen object. [In contrast,] one who steals from the masses 
is unable to appease them and to return to them their stolen objects.

This text addresses the severity of stealing from a broader community, which consists of many unknown 
people. Here are some contemporary examples: using an accessible parking space without a placard, holding 
onto a library book indefinitely, and riding the subway without paying the transit fare. These cases constitute 
theft from the masses in the broad sense—I don’t know my victims and have no idea how to make proper 
amends.

But once we identify the essential quality of this wrongdoing against unknown—and unknowable—victims, 
we can find more frequent occurrences than these. For instance, active or tacit engagement in political causes 
that, I’ve realized upon reflection, have actually had adverse impacts on others. Consumption of products that 
were produced in unethical and harmful ways. Actions taken that led to needless environmental devastation, 
felt by communities thousands of miles away. In trying to fathom the sheer number of unknown victims of my 
actions, whether in my own neighborhood or anywhere in the world, I might be convinced that I am truly awful 
and unworthy of teshuvah, thereby succumbing to an intense moral nihilism about my impact and the broader 
world.
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Recognizing human frailty 
can never excuse us from 
the task of being ever more 
careful with our words, and 
never becoming flippant 
about the commitments we 
make. 

commitments we fail to uphold. This doesn’t make it right, and we must indeed recognize these as mistakes, 
take responsibility for them, atone for them, and take real steps to avoid them in the future. Nevertheless, 
recognizing human frailty as a central part of the wrongs we have done and those done to us by others is a 
crucial step toward making forgiveness and reconciliation possible. 

Rabbi Michael Friedländer (1833–1910), famed translator of Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed, identified 
three fundamental messages of the Kol Nidre service. We should: 

1. … [A]lways be disposed to forgive those who, in the heat of strife, … have offended us; 2. … [B]e careful with 
regard to vows… ; 3. … [R]eflect on human weakness, and consider that what we believe to be able to do to-day 
may prove impossible for us to-morrow. This reflection would… inspire us with humility.”6  

On this Yom Kippur, let us experience the magic and power of Kol Nidre by recovering the deeper meaning 
of the full service:  the prayer community that seeks forgiveness and repentance for a better future must be 
an inclusive human community, and all human communities are irrevocably implicated in human frailty 
and shegagah. At the same time, we should never lose sight of the complex history of Kol Nidre. Recognizing 
human frailty can never excuse us from the task of being ever more careful with our words, and never becoming 
flippant about the commitments we make. This recognition motivates us not to resort to complacency 
and excuse, but to work ever harder to ensure that our words and our actions always reflect who we are as 
individuals and as a community.  

6 M. Friedländer, The Jewish Religion (London: Paul, Trench, Trübner, 1900), p. 408n1.
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1.	 We generally applaud the idea that each individual is taking responsibility for and to the community. This 
reminder that our individual failings are hardly the whole picture forces us to consider the ways in which 
we are complicit in larger systemic injustices. As Heschel memorably wrote, “In a free society, few are 
guilty, but all are responsible.”

2.	 In his collection “On Repentance,” Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik commented on the upbeat melody of 
Ashamnu, which seemed out of step with the penitential mood of the confession. He felt that the individual 
as an individual is not assured of forgiveness unless and until the heart is broken and true inner repentance 
is achieved. But for that same individual as a member of the Jewish people, the very act of communal 
confession—of being willing to identify with the Jewish people as a whole—assures one, at least on the 
communal level, of complete reconciliation with God. Identify with the eternal covenant with the Jewish 
people, and you are part of Israel’s solidarity with its God.

As inspiring as this is, however, it is not entirely unproblematic, and I now raise two issues to consider and take 
to heart.

For all its healthy prompting of communal responsibility, 
there is a danger lurking in the plural voice of the 
confession, “We have sinned.” Let me make the problem 
vivid: Did you know that together, Derek Jeter and I have 
3,465 major league hits? That statement is unassailably 
true, but of course, the truth is that all the hits are his. 
Now, in the same way that hiding behind the plural can 
allow us to claim some credit for things we had no part 
in, it can also allow us to evade responsibility for those 
things we actually do have a part in. “We’ve sinned, we’re 
guilty” allows us to say, “Yes, we have, but it’s really the 
other guy’s doing.” We should be careful not to submerge our responsibilities in the plural.

And then there’s the second issue we should not avoid. Soloveitchik’s beautiful and inspiring idea is that 
we are part of an eternal covenant, because of which we can expect—and even demand—reconciliation and 
renewal with God. This is a form of what is known in Jewish thought as the “Davidic Covenant,” the essential, 
unconditional commitment God made to David that no matter what he or any of his descendants might do, 
there would be temporary consequences but never an abrogation of the pact. Contrast this with the covenant 
at Sinai, of which we are reminded in the Torah reading just before the Days of Awe that violating it egregiously 
and repeatedly would bring with it an end to the relationship with God.

 I love the upbeat nature of Yom Kippur and the major key of the Ashamnu as much as anyone, but we should 

For all its healthy prompting 
of communal responsibility, 
there is a danger lurking 
in the plural voice of the 
confession, “We have 
sinned.” 
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Just as Jonah found unlikely allies in the sailors who hoped to save him and in the fish that gave him respite and 
a fresh start, so, too, must we look for allies—even in unlikely places. 

At the end of the book, Jonah doesn’t respond to God’s critique, but I like to imagine that he’s mulling it over 
as he processes all that he’s just been through. As we listen to this story being chanted near the end of the Days 
of Awe and our own period of contemplation and reckoning for our relational missteps, we can appreciate the 
importance of both internal reflection and engagement with others. This year, I pray that we be granted not 
only forgiveness for our shortcomings but also the fortitude to engage more generously with others to improve 
the lot of all of God’s creatures.

As Jews, we have 
experienced, throughout 
our history, many moments 
of uncertainty, fear, and 
suffering, but also many 
times when Jews and 
Judaism flourished because 
of the strong ties we built 
with those around us. 

To learn more from Chancellor Shuly Rubin Schwartz in our High 
Holiday webinar series, Standing Together: Prayer, Presence, and the 
Power of Community, visit www.jtsa.edu/event/no-shade-for-jonah
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May it be Your will, the One who hears cries of weeping,  
that You place our tears, to be in your flask, 
and save us from all of the cruel decrees, 
for our eyes are turned only to You.1

When recited toward the end of the Day of Atonement, this selih. a is a last-ditch effort on the part of those who 
have prayed together over Elul and the High Holidays. In response to the utter despair described in the first 
stanza, the second stanza reaches out not to God, but to the attribute of Compassion itself. The author implores 
that it plea to God on behalf of the “pray-ers”—splitting divinity in a fashion that has proven scandalous for 
Jews over the centuries.2 The climactic third stanza highlights three mechanisms that are guaranteed to 
work when all else fails: According to the Talmud, one who recites the Thirteen Attributes “will not return 
empty-handed” (b. Rosh Hashanah 17b), and even if the Gates of Prayers have closed, preventing prayers from 
reaching God in Heaven, the “gates of tears have not been 
closed” (b. Berakhot 32b). And lastly, at various points in 
rabbinic literature, recalling the forefathers is described 
can result in prayers being answered.3 After reminding 
God—and those praying—that there is yet hope, the final 
stanza ends with a request that is comparatively simple: a 
direct appeal to God, asking Him to hear our prayers and 
to save us from the cruel decrees.

More precisely, Amitai ends not by asking that God hear 
our prayers, but by asking Him to collect our tears. At first 
glance, this can be read as just a metaphor for prayer. 
But Amitai specifically focuses on the eyes throughout the selih. a: it is a vision that instigates the prayer, when 
the poet witnesses the dire physicality of Exile and states that nevertheless “our eyes turn to the Lord.” Of the 
three mechanisms of mercy mentioned in the third stanza, the central one is that the “gates of tears . . . are 
never locked.” It is thus fitting that the selih. a  ends with a prayer that God collect our tears, and then by again 
reminding Him that “our eyes are turned only to You.”

Amitai focuses here on the embodied nature of prayer, as tears are the physical manifestations of our most 
exasperated prayers—the prayers that come with weeping, the prayers that come from seeing the sorry state of 
the world around us. But we can still rely on a certain belief in prayer’s efficacy or perhaps even the continued 
evocativeness of poetry that has been recited by Jews for over a millennium. Amitai’s insight to us is that we 
stay connected to the ground—we peg our tents—by finding some semblance of certainty wherever it may be.

1 The translation here is based on that of R. Jonathan Sacks in the Koren Yom Kippur Mahzor.
2 In several prayer books, this stanza is therefore modified slightly so as not to present a prayer directed to one of God’s attributes.
3 For more on this theme, see Solomon Schechter, “The Zachuth of the Fathers: Imputed Righteousness and Imputed Sin,” in Some Aspects of Rabbinic 

Theology (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1910), 170–98.

When recited toward the end 
of the Day of Atonement, this 
selih.a is a last-ditch effort on 
the part of those who have 
prayed together over Elul 
and the High Holidays.
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