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1. Hag Sameach 

 

2. A father was out walking with his very young daughter one evening when the little girl 

asked him a question. She asked, “Daddy, how far can you see?”  The father looked out 

toward the horizon and said, “I guess I can see about two or three miles away.” The little 

girl said, “Is that all? Why I can see millions and millions of miles.” The father smiled, 

thinking the little girl was exaggerating a bit, “I don’t think you can see quite that far.” 

The little girl replied, “Sure I can; I can look up and see the stars that are millions of 

miles away.” 

 

3. This is the holiday where we are supposed to lift our eyes to look up at the stars. We are 

to build a sukkah and live in it for the duration of the holiday. A sukkah  may not be 

much to look at on the ground but the roof is designed so that all those inside can look 

up at night and see the stars. In some ways, the sukkah is calling us to get back to nature 

and the outdoor world. But in other ways it is telling us to lift our eyes away from the 

horizon and once again ponder the stars. 

 

4. There are two ways of seeing things. We have eyes that see the world around us. We 

see the stars, we see clouds, we see buildings, mountains, lakes and oceans. We see 

friends, and family, we see animals and parks and flowers. All of these things we are 



able to describe in great detail. When we look at mountains we understand the great 

tectonics that push up the mountains and the results of the rain and wind in carving the 

stones that are thus exposed.  When we look at the stars we see points of light that if 

we were closer would very much resemble the sun that we see every morning. When 

we look at animals we can recognize each one in its place.  We can distinguish if one is a 

mammal or reptile, insect or arachnid; we know which ones are friendly and which ones 

we have to beware. 

 

5. But there is another kind of seeing. We can see if our friend has colored her hair, but we 

can also see in her eyes if she is having a good day. A mother can look at her son and 

know that something has happened. Mountains are not just piles of rock, but they are 

majestic and beautiful. We see in the clouds all kinds of beautiful shapes that remind us 

of things we have seen in other places and at other times. We can see flowers but we 

can also see the love in the flowers of the person who sent them too us. Our eyes do not 

help us see beauty, kindness, freedom and liberty but we know exactly what each of 

these looks like. We look at a war memorial and we see the men and women who died 

for our freedom. They are not present, before us is only marble and brass, but we see 

them and we see the sacrifices they made on our behalf.  

 

6. All of this applies to our siddur as well. We can look in the book and we can see with our 

eyes many things. We see words printed on a page. Some of them we recognize as 

Hebrew and some we know is English. Some of it is in an almost forgotten language of 



Western Aramaic. We look into a siddur to see what it has to tell us. It is about the 

words that others have used to worship God.   

 

7. These words are arranged into prayers that speak to the human condition. Some 

prayers are meant to be said by individuals, some prayers teach us that we work best 

when we are sharing our ideas with friends. The printed page sometimes tells us to 

stand or sit down, to bow or stand straight and when to pray aloud and when to pray 

individually. In the siddur we can learn when a prayer was composed, who composed it 

and when we are supposed to recite it.  

 

8. Bur there is another way of looking at the words of the siddur. We can see the words as 

the hopes and ideals of past generations as they looked for God in their lives. These 

prayers speak to the human condition of being sorry for our sins and wanting to find 

forgiveness from God. The liturgy points to what is most important in life and how to 

construct our priorities.  

 

9. In prayer, we call these two ways of seeing Keva and Kavanah. Keva is the prayer that 

we see on the printed page before us. It is the words and the translations, the directions 

and the instructions that come with prayer. Keva tells us when to stand and when to sit. 

When to open the ark and when to close it; what is to be said aloud and what is to be 

recited individually. 

 

10. Kavanah is all about the meaning of the prayer. Hallel, the joyful prayer we recite on 

Sukkot, is a series of psalms from the book of Psalms. Keva tells us which psalms are 



part of Hallel. Kavanah teaches us that the reason these psalms were chosen is because 

they were the songs of joy recited by our ancestors after they crossed the Red Sea, 

when they saw the destruction of the Egyptian army. By recalling the happiest moment 

in the history of our people, we understand how happy we must be as we chant the 

selected psalms.   

 

11. There is a story of two Israelites who were crossing the Red Sea that fateful night and 

the whole way across the sea, they complained about the mud getting all over their 

shoes. Can you imagine? These two men were in the presence of the greatest miracle in 

the history of the planet and all they can see is the mud on their shoes! All they had to 

do was look up at the water that had parted so they could walk through but they could 

only look down at the mud. Keva like the mud, it is the foundation upon which we stand. 

Kavanah requires that we look up and see the miracle.  

 

12. It is not enough to build a sukkah on this holiday and eat your meals there. That is only 

the Keva. Kavanah connects us to our ancestors who lived in these temporary shelters 

when they were crossing the desert toward the Promised Land.  This is not to say that 

the Keva is not important. It is very important. Keva gives us the structure that moves us 

from the world we know into a place of prayer. Keva is the liturgy that has been created 

by the poets and teachers of every generation. But Keva alone is not enough. When the 

poet says “My love is like a rose” she does not mean her lover is thin and green with 

thorns below the shoulder and red with a beautiful fragrance from the neck up. When 

we hear the metaphor, we understand that it is the beauty of the rose that is being 



compared to her lover. So too when we read in the siddur, “Hodu Ladonai Ki Tov” – Give 

thanks to God for God is good – we do not just understand that God had been good that 

day to the poet, we think of all the times God has been good to us and we know we 

need to thank God too. Shema Yisrael is not just a verse from the Torah, it is the 

declaration of our faith in God, and it is the cry of martyrs who died for their faith. It is 

the verse we recite before we go to bed and perhaps will be the last verse we will hear 

before we die.  

 

13. On Rosh Hashana I noted that to many people the prayer book is just an empty box. But 

one day, when we open the siddur, we will find a prayer will just jump out at us. We will 

see in that moment that this prayer was written with just our concerns in mind. It will be 

as if the writer knew what we were feeling and put it down on paper just so we could 

recite it with joy in our hearts. From that moment on, prayer will never be the same. 

Each time I pick up a siddur, I think of the day, a week before my Bar Mitzvah, when my 

father handed a siddur to me that had eight page numbers written inside the cover. 

Those were the first prayers that I said as a Jewish adult. I have said them every day 

since that time adding new prayers until I was able to complete the entire service. It 

took me a couple of years to get it all done. Prayer for me signifies not just the 

aspirations of the Jewish People, but it marks a milestone in my own life as a Jew. I say 

every word not because I have to but because I know how hard I worked all those years 

ago to acquire the skill to be able to pray. 

 



14. Keva and Kavanah are the key ingredients of prayer that together make the experience 

of praying possible. The more we pray the more we understand both of them. Together 

they convert prayer from ritual to holy experience; they transform letters in a book into 

a high form of art.  This is the art of praying that makes words written by others into 

words that come straight from our hearts.  

 

15. May we look up from our sukkah and see the stars. May we look up from the mud and 

see the miracles all around us. May we look up from our siddur and sing out the words 

in our hearts. …          as we say Amen and Hag Sameach 


