An Introduction to Praying with Our Feet
Commenting on the verse, “And Isaac went out to walk in the field,”
" מסכת ברכות-  אין שיחה אלה תפילה- "ויצא יעקוב לשוח בשדה
the Talmud states, “There is no walking outside that does not refer to prayer.”
Rabbi Sir Jonathan Sacks, creatively translates this Talmudic phrase as “All true dialogue is prayer.” Our
goal this year is to help create a true dialogue as you mindfully engage with Torah, yourself, and your
group through these prayer walks. In this packet is a map of your route and a set of prompts drawn
from the themes of the Holiday prayers. A prayer walk means walking slowly, deliberately, and
thoughtfully. As you go, take time to pray. Take time to reflect or discuss. We hope that you engage with
these questions thoughtfully and emerge from each walk a little closer to understanding the meaning of
repentance, forgiveness and reconciliation. This year, let’s pray on our feet.

Pandemic Safety

This year, the High Holidays come during a time of international pandemic and rising cases in our
region. We are putting safety first. We also know that isolation has presented a real struggle for many.
So, we are holding in-person prayer opportunities. However, in order to observe the Holidays safely, we
have to go outdoors. In Alabama, it is still quite hot in September, so we cannot just ask people to sit in
the heat for hours. We hope that these carefully crafted prayer walks will stir your soul and draw you
closer to the meaning of teshuvah and connection with the Holy One, which are the purpose of these
days of awe. By going outdoors, we can see each other from a distance and wave.

Please adhere to the following for the safety of everyone involved:
•

DO NOT:

Hug anyone who does not live in your
home

•

Come without wearing a mask

•

Shake hands with others

•

Lower your mask and begin a
conversation closer than 6 feet away
from someone else

•

Congregate at any time. Please keep
moving along the path. When you
have completed it, please do not
gather together, but go directly back
to your car and head home for the
online service starting at 11:15 am.

DO:
•

Wave to your friends as you walk by
and wish them a happy New Year
from a distance.

•

Wear your favorite face mask,
covering your nose and mouth.

•

Walk slowly through the route
following the white flags marking the
trail.

•

Allow yourself to enjoy this moving
meditative walk.

•

Use your complimentary hand
sanitizer — you can find it in your
swag bag!

•

With your cooperation, we can do this
safely. Ushers will help you find your
way and help us enforce social
distancing rules this year.

Each station asks you to remember, reflect and respond. Under remember we’ve given you text to
consider. Under reflect we’ve provided a series of questions—choose which questions you’d like to
answer based on how you are traveling through the prayer walk (by yourself, with a group, or with your
child). Under respond you’ll find an action item to complete as you move on to the next station.
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Praying with Our Feet Walking Route
How To Use This Booklet
As you walk the path, you are invited to pause as you approach different stations, read the
prompt and engage it for yourself or with your group. Take in what supports you and move
through what doesn’t. This booklet is here to support your prayer experience.
Please follow the path
outlined in black.
Station locations are
numbered and highlighted
in yellow. You’ll be able to
wave to Rabbi Stephen as
you exit the gardens, as
indicated by “R.”
Station 1: Shacharit or
Morning Prayer
(northeast corner of Rose
Garden[7])
Station 2: Kavanah: A Stone
of Intention
(fountain in front of
Greenhouse [9])
Station 3: Torah Reading
(Hess Camelia Garden [15])
Station 4: The Well
(entrance to the Fern Glade
[18])
Station 5: Musaf
(Abroms Rhododendron
Species Garden [21])
Station 6: Leave Your Stone
Gazebo
(Ireland Iris Garden [24],
gazebo 1)
Station 7: Ark
(Ireland Iris Garden [24],
gazebo 2)
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Start

Station 8: Kaddish
(across from Ireland Old-Fashioned Rose
Garden [7b])
Farewell from Rabbi/Leadership
(Dunn Formal Rose Garden [7a])
Usher located here
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Station 1: Shacharit or Morning Prayer
(located at the northeastern corner of Rose Garden [7])

Day in, day out
I swallow
the beauty of the world
this hungering beauty
My God
open windows within me
to let the world enter
calmly and peacefully
that more of the world
enter
the world that I love
cry over
and love again and again.
—Miriam Baruch Halfi

Remember
When God met Moses in order to give him the mission to bring the Jewish people out of Egypt,
he first said to him, “The place you are standing is holy ground.” In order to make this walk a
prayer walk, it is important that we recognize that this ground too, here, in the Birmingham
Botanical Gardens, is also holy ground. God’s presence is not contained within our Sanctuary,
God’s presence is found wherever we find God’s people. Moses met God when he was in the
desert, passing a simple bush. He let in the moment, he noticed something different. He got
curious and he opened up and he met the Holy One, he encountered Truth. But it took
curiosity and an open heart.

Reflect
Ask yourself: How has your heart been opened in a new way this past year?
Ask your group: How are you curious? What do you want to learn more about this year?
Ask your child: What do you see right now that you think is beautiful?

Respond
Take a deep breath. Pause in silence. Notice what emotions are present for you right now.
Accept them, whatever they are. Now, smile.
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Station 2: Kavanah: A Stone of Intention
(Fountain in front of Greenhouse [9])

Remember
Rabbi Kalonymous Kalmish Shapira, The Rebbe of the Warsaw Ghetto, wrote on Rosh Hashanah
5702/1941:
“The time of repentance is Rosh Hashanah, the anniversary of the creation of
the world. This is because repentance… is also a kind of creativity.” The
Hebrew word teshuva means repentance and return. However, as a creative
act, teshuvah is not a simple return. We return to who we are meant to be, but
have not yet become. We return to growth and possibility that has lain
dormant within us and not yet flourished, much as a sculpture lies hidden
within a brute block of stone. This is why the process of teshuvah, as painful
and even humiliating as it can be, is in fact very joyous and hopeful.”

Just as when we visit graves, we lay a stone to mark our presence in that place, to add to the
memorial of our loved one, so to we take up a stone now, at this moment of repentance and
return to mark our presence in this place and to help us build a memorial to the person we are
in the process of becoming.

Reflect
Ask yourself:
Who am I becoming?
Ask your group:
In what ways do you hope to influence our communal culture this coming year in
our congregation, in our city, in our state or in our country? How do you want to
help us become who we are called to be this year?
Ask your child:
After you say sorry for something that you did wrong and you are forgiven, what is
the feeling you have inside?
Is there any feeling of joy in that moment?
Rosh Hashanah is a day for saying sorry to God and to our families. Do you think it
is a sad day or a happy day?

Respond
Pick up a stone and carry it with you throughout the walk. As you pray at each station, “place”
your intention upon the stone. Holding onto something focuses the mind on it.
As you form intentions at each station along this prayer walk, mentally “place them on the
stone.” As you walk through many different spaces in this garden, placing intentions on this
single physical object, you will better be able to layer your prayers and your learnings one upon
the other.
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Station 3: Torah Reading
(Hess Camelia Garden [15])

Remember
In his classic, “Good to Great,” Jim Collins writes a chapter that is the business analogue to the
process of teshuvah, i.e. repentance or changing our behavior, titled “confront the brutal facts,
yet never lose faith.” He points out there that what is true for an individual is also true for a
company: in order to be successful, a person or company must always be learning and
changing.
In certain ways, this is what Aseret Yemei haTeshuvah, these 10 days of repentance, do for us as
a collective Jewish people. These are days to clear our calendar, in order to create the space to
hear again some of the most difficult truths that we need to remember.
Some of those truths are:
• you are mortal;
• wealth is not the measure of your value, character is;
• every action we take will contribute to a final, fair judgment rendered by God on our lives;
• God knows our hearts and our hidden motives;
• as a sacred community, we are all in this together.
Collins writes that the way to success is to lead with questions, not answers, engage in dialogue
and debate, not coercion, conduct autopsies without blame, and build “red flag” mechanisms
for a quicker response to developing problems. As a Jewish people, we come back to Torah as
our source for learning about a flourishing, successful life. It is in the conversations with and
around Torah that we learn to change.

Reflect
Ask yourself:
What questions do you need to ask yourself about this past year? With whom
might you have been forcing a specific outcome, rather than discussing the
options? Who/What have you blamed this year? How might you change that
conversation into one about accountability, not blame?
Ask your child:
Hold your stone and think about some way that you changed this year that you are
proud of. Use the stone to hold the memory of success. Now think about
something you want to turn away from this year. Let go of the bad feelings you
might be holding about that thing.

Respond
Sit quietly and listen to the reading of the Torah while you reflect. Hold your stone and place
what you are learning about yourself from this prayer walk onto your stone.
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Station 4: The Well
(Entrance to the Fern Glade [18])

Remember
The famous Southern author Flannery O’Connor wrote in her prayer journal1 in 1947:
“Dear God, I cannot love Thee the way I want to. You are the slim crescent of a moon that I
see; and myself is the earth’s shadow that keeps me from seeing all the moon. The
crescent is very beautiful and perhaps that is all one like I am, should, or could see; but
what I am afraid of, dear God, is that my self shadow will grow so large that it blocks the
whole moon, and that I will judge myself by the shadow that is nothing. I do not know You
God because I am in the way. Please help me to push myself aside.
I want very much to succeed in the world with what I want to do. I have prayed to you
about this with my mind and my nerves on it and strung my nerves into a tension over it
and said, “oh God please,” and “I must” and “please, please.” I have not asked you, I feel, in
the right way. Let me henceforth ask you with resignation—that not being, or meant to be,
a slacking up in prayer but a less frenzied kind—realizing that the frenzy is caused by an
eagerness for what I want and not a spiritual trust. I do not wish to presume. I want to
love.
Oh God, please make my mind clear. Please make it clean.
Please help me to get down under things and find where You are.
I do not mean to deny the traditional prayers I have said all my life; but I have been saying
them and not feeling them. My attention is always fugitive. This way I have it every instant.
I can feel a warmth of love heating me when I think & write this to You.”

Reflect
Ask yourself:
How do I need to get outside of my own sense of self (ego), and “get down under
things” in order to “find where You (O God) are?”

Respond

Take a leaf, crumple it up and toss it into the well. As you drop the leaf, you might choose to
say: “Just as I drop this leaf down the well, I let go of an overburdened sense of my own
importance, so that I may become, like this well that collects fresh water, more and more open
to the divine flow into the world and into me.”

Follow the white flags along the path to the Abroms Garden where you will hear songs from the
Musaf service. As you walk, check in with yourself.
How are you feeling?
Is there a new insight about yourself that deserves some notice?
Place your hand on your kavanah stone and set on it that insight or feeling.
Leave it there so you are open to receiving what will come next.

From A Prayer Journal by Flanner O’Connor, 3-4. Riffing on the themes of Hineni and Misod Chachamim prayers in the repetition of the
Amidah
1
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Station 5: Musaf
(Abroms Rhododendron Species Garden [21])

5a: Bonsai (Portulacaria)
Remember
On Rosh Hashanah, we crown God as creator and king of our world. Kingship and creative
power both evoke a sense of awe, of wonder. One of the amazing things about the kingship of
God is that Torah says that the awesome One cares for us. Talk about being valued! Each of us
is known and loved by this great King.
“Somewhere out there right now a new star is being born. A clump of matter has attracted gas
and dust, grown larger, drawn matter to itself more efficiently, until finally the temperature
and pressure within are high enough that hydrogen atoms are jammed together and
thermonuclear reactions begin. The star turns on and the surrounding darkness is dispelled:
matter turns into light. About once a month, somewhere in our galaxy, out of a pitch-black
cloud of gas and dust, a new galaxy forms. And the observable universe may contain 100
billion galaxies; so perhaps 100 solar systems are forming every second.”
—Daniel Matt
“As civilization advances, the sense of wonder almost necessarily declines. Such decline is an
alarming symptom of our state of mind. Humanity may not perish from want of information;
but it will for lack of appreciation. The beginning of our happiness lies in the understanding
that life without wonder is not worth living. What we lack is not a will to believe but a will to
wonder.”
—Abraham Joshua Heschel

Reflect
Ask yourself:
As you look at the world around you, what are some processes or dynamics in
creation that cause you to stand in awe? (for example you might answer,
photosynthesis, birth, the food chain, the preservation of mass/energy)
Ask your group:
What does the word “awe” mean to you?
Ask your child:
Describe this tree: is it like other trees you have seen before? What interests you
about it?

Respond
Take a moment for a meditative listen. Close your eyes, or relax them, and listen to the sounds
of the garden around you. Breathe in and out. When you take a moment to notice, what do you
hear that you didn’t hear before?
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5b Bonsai (Japanese Maple)
Remember
A bonsai tree is just a tree trained to grow in a new way. It starts like any other baby tree, but is
taught to mimic a fully grown tree in miniature form. Growing a bonsai is a cooperation
between people and trees, a beautiful dance of both unique growth and constraint. This tree
provides an image of Teshuvah as turning around. It seems to have been growing in one
direction, and then to have changed direction. Teshuva is a return; a chance to repent. It is not a
return to who you were, but who you are becoming. In this tree, change is visible. New growth is
beautiful, with twists and turns that make it all the more interesting, enriching it’s story.
"Broadly defined, teshuvah is more than just repentance from sin; it is a spiritual reawakening,
a desire to strengthen the connection between oneself and the sacred. The effectiveness of
teshuvah is thus frequently a function of one's sense of distance from the sacred. The greater
the distance, the greater the potential movement towards renewed connectedness. As one
Jewish sage put it, A rope that is cut and re-tied is doubly strong at the point where it was
severed.... All forms of teshuvah, however diverse and complex, have a common core: the
belief that human beings have it in their power to effect inward change.” —Adin Steinsaltz2

Reflect
Ask yourself:
What is a mistake I made this year that really changed me or prompted me to act
in new ways?
Ask your group:
In what ways has my community grown and changed this year?
Ask your child:
What is a time that you apologized and really meant it? Think back to the question
you answered at the kavanah station. What does it feel like to truly apologize?

Respond
This is a good moment to return to your kavanah stone. Have you been forming intentions as
you’ve prayed today? Take a moment to revisit that experience, feel the stone and to center
yourself in purpose.

Teshuvah: A Guide for the Newly Observant Jew, ed. and trans. by Michael Swirsky (New York: Free Press, 1987), 3-4.

2
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5c Bonsai (Juniper)
Remember
In the poem found on the next page, Mary Oliver finds beauty in the ordinary. In listening and
being present, Oliver finds comfort and hope in the trees. We see trees everyday. How often do
we stop to listen? What other places in our lives hold potential for beauty and meaning, if only
we would notice?
One way to cultivate this appreciation for the holiness of places around us is to get curious.
These High Holidays, get curious about the trees, flowers and shrubs around you in this garden.
And get curious about our city of Birmingham, its people history and needs.

When I Am Among the Trees by Mary Oliver
When I am among the trees
especially the willows and the honey locust
equally the beech, the oaks and the pines
they give off such hints of gladness
I would almost say that they save me, and daily
I am so distant from the hope of myself
in which I have goodness, and discernment
and never hurry through the world
but walk slowly, and bow often
Around me the trees stir in their leaves
and call out, “Stay awhile.”
The light flows from their branches
And they call again, “It’s simple,” they say
“and you too have come
into the world to do this, to go easy, to be filled
with light, and to shine.

Reflect
Ask yourself:
Does this place (the gardens) feel Holy to me today? Why or why not?
Ask your group:
How can we see our city, Birmingham, Alabama as a holy place? What other spaces
in our community feel Holy (outside the walls of shul!)?
Ask your child:
What is your favorite place in your city, town, neighborhood or home?
Is this a place that brings you peace, comfort, joy?
What do you feel like in your special place?

Respond
Pause for a moment to listen deeply to the music of Musaf as you proceed to the next part of
the prayer walk.
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Station 6: Leave Your Stone Gazebo
(Ireland Iris Garden [24], gazebo 1)

Remember
“When your children shall ask you in time to come saying, “What mean these stones? Then you
shall tell them how you made it over.” - Joshua 4:21-22 In the Book of Joshua, the stones the
children of Israel piled high marked the place where they crossed over the Jordan river to enter
the promised land.
These same words are etched into a stone memorial in Selma, AL at the foot of the Edmund
Pettus Bridge. These stones memorialize those who gave their lives in pursuit of the right to be
treated as equals, to be valued, to be given the respect due to an image bearer of God. They
celebrate the success of that generation, marking both the sacrifice and the significant step
they accomplished for justice.

Reflect
As we make a pile of stones here,
Ask yourself:
How has this prayer walk helped me to move into a new promised land, a new
vision of myself for this coming year?
Ask your group:
What is one intention that you set on your stone that you are comfortable
sharing?
Ask your child:
What is one thing that you are going to remember from this experience?

Respond
Leave your stone in the basket.
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Station 7: Ark
(Ireland Iris Garden [24], gazebo 2)

Remember
“Oh God, please keep my tongue from evil, my lips from lies. Help me ignore those who
would slander me. Let me be humble before all. Open my heart to Your Torah, that I may
pursue Your mitzvot. Frustrate the designs of those who plot evil against me; make
nothing of their schemes. Act for the sake of Your name, Your power, Your holiness, and
Your Torah. Answer my prayer for the deliverance of Your people. May the words of my
mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable to You, Adonai, my rock and my
redeemer. May the One who brings peace to the high places bring peace to us and to all
the people Israel and to all who dwell on earth. Amen.” —Final prayer in the Amidah

As we complete the Amidah, we ask God to guard our tongue, which has been filled with holy
words, to be kept safe from speaking evil words. Our speech is powerful, it can be used to
praise, thank, lift up, tear down, hurt, destroy.
“Death and life are in the power of the tongue (Proverbs 18:21). A person’s tongue can bring
them to dwell in the world to come. What brought King David into the world to come?
The tongue in his mouth, which said, “I have sinned.” —Midrash Tehilim

Reflect
Ask yourself:
What words do I need to repent for this year? What do I need to tell God I’m sorry
for?
Ask your group:
Where in your daily life do you encounter uplifting words?
Ask your child:
What are some of the words that people say to you that make you the happiest to
hear?

Respond
Draw close to the ark and speak true, sincere words to the Holy Blessed One. God is listening
and waiting for you.

I long to change the world, but I rarely appreciate things as they are.
I know how to give, but I don’t always know how to be still.
I talk, but I don’t often listen. I look, but I don’t often see.
I yearn to succeed, but I often forget what is truly important.
Teach me, God, to slow down. May my resting revive me.
May it lead me to wisdom, to holiness, to peace, and to You.
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Station 8: Kaddish
(Across from Ireland Old Fashioned Rose Garden [7b])

Remember
“God takes nothing from the world until He puts something else in its place.”
—Midrash HaGadol, 14th century

Reflect
Ask yourself:
What has been taken from me this year? What is God putting in its place?
Ask your group:
What aspects of life do you hope to hang on to long after the losses of this
pandemic are past?
Ask your child:
Who is someone who you’ve missed this year either because they died or because
you could not be with them during the pandemic?

Respond
In memory of our loved ones whom we miss, we lift up and bring honor to God’s name by
saying the following prayer together. If you are in mourning or if this is a Yahrzeit for you,
please join the Minyan (remaining 6 feet apart) and pray together the words of the Kaddish
found on the following page.
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Closing Thought
“Pharaonic oppression, deliverance, Sinai, Canaan are still with us, powerful
memories sharpening our perceptions of the political world. The ‘door of hope’ is
still open; things are not what they might be—even when what they might be isn’t
totally different from what they are. …
We still believe what the Exodus first taught about the meaning and possibility of
politics and about its proper form:
• First, that wherever you live, it is probably Egypt;
• Second, that there is a better place, a world more attractive, a promised land;
• And third, that ‘the way to the land is through the wilderness.’

There is no way to get from here to there except by joining together and marching.”
—Michael Walzer, Exodus and Revolution
As you leave this experience today my prayer is that your heart has been changed. That you
walk back into our city, our communities, refreshed personally and with a renewed vision for
where you fit in this profound biblical story of hope through repentance and change. May we
begin this new year with a greater sense of togetherness, of hopefulness, of possibility and with
a renewed commitment to walk together toward the promised land. —Rabbi Stephen
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