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Listening to the otherness of prayer words

It is in prayer itself that one becomes a praying man and seldom before. One becomes a
praying man by means of the word. (AJ Heschel, Quest 24)

Concepts, words must not become screens; they must be regarded as windows (AJ Heschel
Search 116).

To be able to put "the self" into words one must not only know the intricacies of the self but
also the intricacies of the word; one must know how to solicit words that would reflect the
concern of the self; one must know how to find words that are consonant with the self. (AJ
Heschel Quest 31)

A word is a focus, a point at which meanings meet and from which meanings seem to
proceed. In prayer, as in poetry, we turn to the words, not to use them as signs for things, but
to see the things in the light of the words. In daily speech, it is usually we who speak words,
but the words are silent. In poetry, in prayer, words speak. The forces of the word are
ordinarily tamed. They must be unleashed in order to come forth, in order to be perceived.
The situation of the praying man is thus, from the beginning, no passive one. To begin to pray
is to confront the word, to face its dignity, its singularity, and to sense its potential might. And
it is the spiritual power of the praying man that makes manifest what is dormant in the text.
The character of the act of prayer depends on the reciprocal relation between the person and
the word. (Quest 26-27)

There need be no prayerful mood in us when we begin to pray. It is through our reading and
feeling the words of the prayers, through the imaginative projection of our consciousness into
the meaning of the words, and through empathy for the ideas with which the words are
pregnant, that this type of prayer comes to pass. Here the word comes first, the feeling
follows. ... We must therefore remember that the experience of prayer does not come all at
once. It grows in the face of the word that comes ever more to light in its richness, buoyancy,
and mystery. Gradually, going out to meet its meaning, we rise to the greatness of prayer. On
the way to the word, on its slopes and ridges, prayer matures — we purify ourselves into

beings who pray. (AJ Heschel Quest 28)
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Our God and God of our ancestors, may You rule in glory
over all the earth, and let Your grandeur be acclaimed
throughout the world. Reveal the splendor of Your ma-
jesty to all who dwell on earth, that all Your works may
know You as their Maker, and all the living acknowledge
Y ou as their Creator. Then all who breathe shall say: ‘The
Lord God of Israel is the King whose dominion extends to
all creation.” Blessed is the Lord, King of all the earth,
who hallows (the Sabbath,) the House of Israel and the
Day of Remembrance.



