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1. Hag Sameach 

  

2. There is a story of a man who wanted to build a Halachic House, a house built from 

beginning to end according to Jewish Law. He went to his Rabbi who consulted the 

Talmud and many other Rabbinic texts and gave detailed instructions on how to build 

the house. The man turned the instructions over to his architect who made the 

blueprints for the contractor and after six months of work, the man had his home, built 

completely according to Jewish law.  On the last day, as he put up the mezuzza, he hit 

the nail with a hammer and the entire house fell down.. 

 

3. The man ran to the Rabbi in despair, “I built the house exactly according to the 

directions you gave me based on Jewish Law, and as I was putting up the Mezzuza, the 

house fell down! What did I do wrong? The Rabbi scratched his beard for a few minutes 

and then took a volume of the Talmud off the shelf, opening to a page he pointed to the 

text, “Interesting, the commentators ask the same question!” 

 

4. One would think that building a sukkah, a temporary shelter from the sun, that there 

would not really need to be any instructions necessary. Whatever holds up the roof 

should be accepted. But that is not true. There are instructions as to what makes a 

“kosher” sukkah and what makes it invalid for the holiday.  For example, the walls of a 

Sukkah must be in the shape of the letters of the Hebrew word, “Sukkah”. Samech, Chaf 



Hay – Samech has four sides; Chaf as three sides and Hay has two and a half sides. Thus 

a sukkah can have four walls, three walls or two and a half walls. The walls can be very 

tall, multiple stories high if necessary, but they have to be straight, one can’t build a 

sukkah with curved walls. The roof has to be open enough to see the sky but there must 

be more shade than sun on the floor of the Sukkah. 

 

5. Prayer also has a structure. As I noted yesterday, Kavana is an important part of prayer. 

We need to be able to express the prayers that are in our hearts. The structure of 

prayer, the Keva is our guide and map of the liturgical landscape, but we need to bring 

our own  words to our davening so that our appeal to God will come straight from our 

heart.  

 

6. But I don’t want to leave the map so fast. While praying from our heart is exceedingly 

important, we need to know where it is we want to go in prayer. That is the purpose of 

the Keva the fixed part of prayer. The Siddur gets its name from the same root as the 

Seder. It means “order” or “Structure”. We hang our own prayers on the frame that the 

siddur provides. By creating a framework for prayer, it helps us open up to the many 

possibilities of prayer rather than leaving us to make up prayers on our own.  

 

7. Jewish law tells us that there are two centers around which our “avodah” or service is 

built. The Shema is our public pronouncement of faith and the Amidah is our private 

moments with God. Our morning service needs to have both the Shema and the 

Amidah. The Mincha/Afternoon service has only an Amidah and the Maariv/Evening 



service only needs to have the Shema (although the Amidah was added later.) The 

Shema is wrapped in three blessings in the morning and four in the evening, making a 

total of seven blessings wrapped around the Shema. The Shema and her blessings and 

the Amidah together make up the formal Shacharit service.  

 

8. Since the Shema and Amidah require the most Kavanah, we take the Shacharit service 

that contains them and introduce it with P’suke D’Zimrah/ Verses of song. This section 

opens with a blessing and closes with a blessing and in between, there are a collection 

of psalms and other verses that praise God. This section helps us understand to whom 

we are praying by calling attention first to finding God in nature, and then to the harder 

job of seeing God in history. If we can find God all around us, we will be in the right 

frame of mind for our Shacharit Service.  

 

9. Later Rabbis came to understand that there is more to life than praising and petitioning 

God. We need to be thankful as well. The primary unit of giving thanks to God is a 

beracha/a blessing. By taking note of all that God provides for us in the world, we 

express our thanks by saying a beracha. To show how grateful we should be, the Sages 

say we have at least one hundred reasons to thank God every day, so we should be 

saying no less than 100 blessings a day.  

 

10. This is why, at the very beginning of the service, even before the P’suke D’zimra, can be 

found the “Birchot HaShachar”/ The Morning blessings. From the moment we awaken 

we understand we need to be thankful to God. The blessings that make up the Birchot 



HaShachar are some of the most important blessings we recite. There are blessings for 

our bodies and our souls; for our waking up and preparing for our day. This section of 

the service contains a first chance to learn in the morning, a reminder that we are only 

human but that we are loved by God. There are blessings for getting out of bed and 

getting dressed and even a blessing to be recited after we go to the bathroom! Birchot 

HaShachar and P’suke D’zimra together help us find god in our lives, in nature and in 

human history. They are the perfect preparations for saying the Shacharit Service.  

 

11. At the other end of the service, After the Shacharit, we pause, three days a week, to 

study the words of Torah. Reading and understanding the Torah is also a form of prayer. 

Rabbi Louis Finkelstein, the former chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary used 

to say “When I pray, I talk to God. When I study, God talks to me.” When we pause to 

study Torah in the morning, we pause to let God reply to our prayers. It is only done 

three days a week because Judaism does not want to keep people from their 

occupations in the morning. Shacharit is not supposed to be long. 30 minutes on most 

days, 45 when we read the Torah. We are not allowed to add to the three aliyot to the 

Torah on a weekday so as not to prolong the service. 

 

12. On Shabbat and Festivals, When we have more time, we have a longer Torah reading.  

Depending on the day, we can have five, six or seven aliyot. On Shabbat we are allowd 

to even add extra aliyot if needed. These days also were celebrated in the ancient 

Temple in Jerusalem with extra Sacrifices of animals according to the book of Bamidbar. 



This sacrificial service is no longer done but we remember it in the liturgy by reciting the 

Musaf Amidah, that recalls the animals once offered on the alter.  

 

13. The different forms of the Kaddish are used to separate the different sections of the 

service. Whenever we see a Kaddish, something is either beginning or ending and the 

Kaddish points the transition out to us. Usually the Hatzi Kaddish marks transitions but 

the full Kaddish and the Mourners Kaddish also divide the service.  

 

14. The Aleynu, which closes the service, comes, as we know, from the Musaf of Rosh 

Hashana. It is our last chance to praise God before the service ends. We declare our 

loyalty to God with its words and affirm the unity of God. We often sing Adon Olam at 

the end of a service but it was added there only to keep the children around until the 

very end of the service. The reality is, Adon Olam belongs at the beginning of the 

service. If you get past the many melodies and look at the translation of the song, you 

will find that Adon Olam is a theological statement about to whom we are praying. Adon 

Olam makes a nice introduction to our prayers by identifying to whom we are 

addressing our prayers.  We think the poem was written by Judah HaLevy, the great 

Spanish poet of the 10th Century but historians are not sure.  

 

15. This is the frame that holds both the fixed prayers and helps us to focuses our personal 

prayers. Without this Matbayah HaTephilla, this organization of prayer, our prayers 

would fall down into trite words and phrases. Our Kavanah, our intention is free to grow 

because we have the structure of the Siddur to keep our hearts and minds focused. The 



Sukkah has a form that makes it fit to use. Prayer too has a form that we can stand on to 

reach ever higher to God.  

 

16. The poet Yaakov Cahan, in his poem, The Old Prayer Book, says: 

This book of prayers, old and stained with tears,  

I take into my hands. 

And unto the God of my ancestors 

Who from ages past has been their Rock and Refuge,  

I call in my distress.  

In ancient words, seared with the pain of generations,  

I pour out the pain in my soul.  

May these words that know the heavenly paths, 

Ascend aloft to God on high,  

To convey to God that which my tounge cannot express –  

All that lies deep hidden within my heart. 

May these words, simple and true, speak for me before God,  

Asking God for mercy. 

Perhaps the heavenly God who heard the prayers of my father and mother, 

Who gave them courage and strength 

To bear their sorrows and yet hope for redemption 

Perhaps God will also hear my prayer and listen to my plea 

And be a protection for me, 

For there is none to help or sustain me, Only God in heaven. 

 

Adonai Li v’Lo Irah – When God is with me, I have nothing to fear. 

Hag Sameach 


