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INTRODUCTION 

The first book that Rabbi Jacobs wrote was Jewish Prayer. It 
was a book of just sixty pages, yet as a layman's guide to the 
subject it was a wonderful exposition. Originally published in 
1955, two years after Louis Jacobs became Rabbi at the New 
West End Synagogue, the book was written as a response to the 
need of congregants for an open and stimulating essay that could 
connect them to the Synagogue and help them gain further 
meaning in their Jewish life. 

The book was well received and was published in several 
editions with the last one in 1962. Now fifty years later, it is high 
time another edition was published and what better time than to 
commemorate the opening of the new Synagogue in Finchley. 
As Trustees of the newly formed charity whose aim is to publish 
online every one of Rabbi Jacobs's articles, we have found Jewish 
Prayer a source of great strength and value. It remains fresh and 
relevant, we believe even to an entirely new generation, many 
of whom may not know that much about the contribution that 
Rabbi Jacobs has made to understanding Judaism. 

Alongside Jewish Prayer we feel it is eminendy suitable to add 
two short articles on the honours that people receive as part of 
Synagogue services and a piece reprinted from Rabbi Jacobs's 
book Religion and the Individual on community. 

We are very thankful to Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg for not 
only writing the Preface to this edition but for encouraging 
the work of the Friends and for ensuring that our approach to 
Judaism continues and develops. 



We very much hope that readers of this special edition will 
gain as much insight into the subject matter as we have. But we 
also hope that it will encourage readers to delve more deeply into 
Rabbi Jacobs's writing and life by visiting our web site, joining 
our emailing list, spreading the word and generally supporting 
the "Quest" for Judaism that Rabbi Jacobs started. 

Dr Harry Freedman 
Stephen Rosefleld 
Ivor Jacobs 
Trustees - friends of louisjacobs.org 

July2011 

Agi Erdos 
Editor 
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RABBI DR LOUIS ]ACOBS 
Rabbi Wittenberg 

Rabbi Dr Louis Jacobs viewed himself flrst and foremost as a 
communal rabbi. It was here, in the weekly and annual round 
of synagogue life, that he saw his primary role. If Shula was like 
a mother to her congregation, the words which he promised her 
he would inscribe on her gravestone, then Rabbi Jacobs himself 
was most certainly a father flgure. It is thus that so many of 
us remember him, warm, full of humour, sharing an apposite 
anecdote, an inexhaustible source ofboth detailed and profound 
knowledge. He had not only a photographic memory for Jewish 
texts but a wonderful recall for people and the details of their 
lives. I cannot ever remember him at a loss in any company, 
or without a relevant insight to share. But it is chiefly in the 
synagogue that I see him still, illustrating a point in his sermon 
with a witty couplet, teaching his Shabbat afternoon Talmud 
class in which he would regale us with mediaeval commentaries 
and Hasidic legends without a note ever in sight. To this day it 
is his voice I hear in my head when I listen to the prayers for the 
community or read the Yizkor service. 

For over sixty years, in London, Manchester and then back 
in London, he shared the life of the community rabbinate with 
Shula, who was a rebbetzin in the true traditional sense. This 
wasn't always easy; she once told me how in their Manchester 
days it was simply expected of them that they host ninety people 
for Rosh Hashanah dinner. This was well before the time when 
everyone crowded round the kitchen sink to help. But together 
they enjoyed the numerous celebrations, including the high 
society events to which Rabbi Jacobs's illustrious connections 
brought them invitations. Shula carefully kept all the wedding 
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RABBI DR LOUIS JACOBS 

invitations they ever received; that collection in itsdf could 
have made the cornerstone of a social history of Anglo-Jewry 
in the second half of the twentieth century. While he led from 
the pulpit, she gleaned that essential information vital for 
navigation through the daily life of any community, and which 
she no doubt shared with him. Thus she recalled their early days 
at the New West End Synagogue in the mid nineteen-fifties in 
the following terms: 'The ladies around me were all so helpful 
and wonderful. I shall never forget the wdcome given us. One 
lady sitting next to me was just like a mother ... She had so much 
to tell me .. .I would feel so embarrassed when she'd say to me 
in a whisper "Look at your prayer book, I'm going to talk to 
you quietly. Just listen." And that is where I picked up so much 
information.'1 

But beyond the warm recollections there are deeper questions 
to be asked. Why was the congregational world so important 
to Rabbi Jacobs? After all, he was a scholar of international 
standing in the three flelds ofTalmud, Hasidism and Theology 
at least. He wrote almost flfty books and published more than 
two hundred articles. On the many occasions I sat with him 
in his study there always lay on his invariably tidy desk a large 
notebook in which he was composing his latest work. Since his 
thirties the possibility of an academic career had been present 
and must at times have been an allure. So why did he not choose 
this avenue and why was it so important to him to be thought 
of not flrst and foremost as a scholar and theologian but as a 
community rabbi? As Elliot Cosgrove was to put it: The answers 
to these questions take us to the heart of his theological outlook. 

What are the materials which should inform a person's 

1 Shula Jacobs: Some Reminiscences Of Former Synagogue Positions 
(unpublished) November 1993 
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Rabbi Wittenberg 

theology? Even during his formative years at the Manchester 
Yeshivah and his time at the Gateshead Kolld, Rabbi Jacobs was 
aware of the importance of having a wider frame of reference 
than purdy the writings of the rabbinic masters of earlier times, 
essential and inspiring as they were. 'I know from personal 
experience', he wrote in his dairy on 13th February 1944, 
'that one can get a great deal of sound common sense, a more 
vivid outlook on life and a greater appreciation of the depth 
and wonder of life, not to mention a guide of perception from 
secular studies'2 This follows a sharp critique of the negative 
attitude toward such secular concerns of some of the illustrious 
rabbinic authorities venerated in the world in which he studied, 
and constitutes an early marker of his own independence of 
spirit. This approach was to be sharpened and stimulated when 
he encountered the very different world of German Jewish 
Orthodoxy during his years as assistant rabbi at Munks Shul 
in the late 1940's and when he studied under the guidance of 
Dr Siegfried Stern at University College, London, for his degree 
in Semi tics. One of Dr. Stein's favourite sayings, subverting the 
original text from Proverbs 'The beginning of wisdom is the fear 
of the Lord', was 'The beginning of wisdom is bibliography'. 

Yet here precisdy lay the challenge which was to provide 
the creative stimulus for what Rabbi Jacobs would most often 
refer to as the 'quest', the search for an approach to Judaism, 
a living theology, which was rooted in the wisdom of the past, 
founded on traditional learning and piety, yet which was open 
to the insights of new knowledge and the intellectual currents 
of the day. For Rabbi Jacobs a vital theology had to be more 
than a reiteration of the truths of earlier generations; it had to 

2Quoted in Teyku: The Insoluble Contradictions in the Life and Thought of 
Rabbi facobs, (as yet) unpublished PhD Thesis by Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove, p. 
248 
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RABBI DR LOUIS JACOBS 

be honest to the state of contemporary knowledge and answer 
the questions of Jewish men and women living in the world 
of today. The key challenge which confronted him as a rabbi 
and intellectual of growing reputation was the need to flnd a 
workable synthesis between what was now known concerning 
the multiple sources and composite literary nature of the Torah 
as a document revealed, as Rabbi Jacobs would put it, not just 
'to' but 'through' human beings, and the beliefs and practice of 
traditional Judaism which he loved and taught and to which he 
faithfully adhered all the days of his life. It was his intellectual 
preoccupation with what such a synthesis might look like and 
his refusal to abandon the pursuit of it in his teaching, writing 
and public speaking which was to lead to his alienation from 
and eventual rejection by the Orthodox establishment. 

But the key point here is that just as such a 'quest' could not 
take place in the world of the yeshivah alone, so it could not be 
fulfilled solely in the academic environment either. There must 
of course have been times when Rabbi Jacobs was tempted to 
retreat to the seemingly more tranquil waters of academia; as 
Gertie Frankel, the wife ofWilliam Frankel, Rabbi Jacobs's life
long supporter and editor of the Jewish Chronicle during the 
crucial period of 'The Jacobs Affair' was to put it in an English 
entirely her own, 'he got tzoros enough from congregants' ... 
so long as Jews College [and its teaching opportunities] stays 
barred he aint never gonna be an integrated poisanality'. 3 

Yet the natural, indeed the only true home, for Rabbi Jacobs's 
theological quest was the synagogue, the community, the place 
where Jews encountered their Judaism in the midst of everyday 
life. It was here that Jews came with their questions and here, 

3 Quoted in Teylm: The Insoluble Contradictions in the Life and Thought of 
Rabbi ]acobs, (as yet) unpublished PhD Thesis by Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove 
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Rabbi Wittenberg 

through study and debate, that they sought relevant and credible 
answers. It is no accident that Rabbi Jacobs's most famous, or, 
regarded from another angle most notorious book wt- Have 
Reason To Believe, grew out of the discussion circle he led at the 
New West End, a pulpit with a reputation of lying at the left 
borders of Orthodoxy, and which his more traditionally minded 
mentors had sought to dissuade him ftom accepting. Its aim, as 
the key chapter headings make clear 'What is meant by God?', 
'Is religious faith an illusion?' 'Bible difficulties', was to address 
the difficulties experienced by ordinary, thinking Jews in finding 
an honest basis for their faith. 

As he wrote in the introduction, 'Religious Jews want to be 
sure that their faith is no vague emotion but is grounded in 
reality. They want to be in the position of confidently asserting: 
'We have reason to believe'.4 Elliot Cosgrove beautifully sums 
up Rabbi Jacobs' understanding of his own task: 'With scholarly 
credentials and sensibilities, but a devotion to congregational 
life, Jacobs' profile can perhaps best be appreciated as neither an 
academic nor a homilist, but as a theological educator'.5 

Just as theology must be grounded not only in the great 
sources of Judaism but in the contemporary intellectual world 
and its many dilemmas and challenges, so must the application 
of Jewish law. In one of his greatest works A Tree of Life: 
Diversity, Flexibility and Creativity in Jewish Law, Rabbi Jacobs 
argued that the great halakhists throughout the generations 
had always responded to the economic, social and indeed 
philosophical and moral realities of their time, and that, far from 
remaining static through the millennia, Jewish law had always 

4 W'e Have Reason To Believe p. 10 
5 Teyku: The Insoluble Contradictions in the Life and Thought of Rabbi ]acobs, 

(as yet) unpublished PhD Thesis by Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove, p. 278 
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RABBI DR LOUIS JACOBS 

evolved dynamically in relation to these immediate and pressing 
concerns. 

It was therefore essential that those responsible for making 
decisions lived not in the ivory tower of the yeshivah, but amongst 
those whom their answers had to guide and who would have to 
live their daily lives according to them, - that is, the community. 
Thus, while strictly orthodox in his personal practices, and while 
condoning no abrogation of the requirements of Jewish law, he 
was famously tolerant and inclusive in his views on conversion 
and his readiness to deal with such painful issues as agunah, the 
problem of the chained woman refused a get by her recalcitrant 
ex-husband, and mamzerut. 

Rabbi Jacobs expressed the principles which he saw as guiding 
the application of Jewish law as follows: 'When halakhists 
formulating their legal theories apply arguments based on 
considerations that stem from general Jewish values, they are 
saying, in so many words, such-and-such must be the law; 
for if it were not, this or that significant principle of Judaism 
would have been overlooked or set aside. This would have been 
something quite intolerable to the halakhists who, after all, 
are not only academicians and theoreticians but believing and 
practising Jews alert to the demands that Judaism makes on the 
whole of life.'6 

Of course, when it comes to the subject of prayer, the topic 
of the key essay reprinted here, the context is community par 
excellence. Rabbi Jacobs loved the synagogue and its liturgy. He 
was himself very musical, singing in synagogue choirs during his 
yeshivah years and even telling Shula on their first date that he 
rather liked jazz, a comment with which, though she recorded 

6A TreeofLifo (1984) p. 13 
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Rabbi Wittenberg 

that she knew that very day that she had met 'Mr Right', she 
was suitably unimpressed. He loved Minhag Anglia, the Anglo
Jewish custom, by which he meant not only what he saw, 
perhaps more in fond hope than in reality, as the tolerant mode 
of British orthodoxy at least until the nineteen-fifties, but also 
the particular traditions and decorum of the service. 

Indeed, for all his alleged departure from orthodoxy, or at least 
from what its representatives in England were prepared to accept, 
in the field of theology, here he was indeed a traditionalist. God 
always remained for him the personal Deity of Jewish tradition. 
The problem of pain and the acute challenge of theodicy, the 
question of God's justice here on earth, forced him rather to 
admit the limits of human understanding than to attempt 
to try to redefine God's powers. His faith was enriched by a 
quiet but profound love and knowledge of Jewish mysticism, 
particularly as expressed in the teachings of the Hasidic masters. 
Rather, as a man for whom the traditional liturgy had literally 
been as regular as his daily bread, he sought to explain its value, 
communicate its compelling beauty and hdp resolve such issues 
as the 'Jew in the pew' was likely to struggle with, including the 
questions of why pray in Hebrew, what it may actually mean to 
make requests of God and whether God really needs our praise. 
The essay is a thoughtful, learned, gracious and hdpful defence 
of the traditional liturgy. 

Also included here are a chapter on community, republished 
from Religion and the Individual an article on Aliyot in general 
and an article on Hagbah and Gelilah, the public raising aloft of 
the Torah and its subsequent dressing, so as to end this collection 
on a typically uplifting note. 
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JEWISH PRAYER 

CHAPTER I 

What is Jewish Prayer? 

Prayer is a universal phenomenon in the soul -life of man. It 
is the soul's reaction to the terrors and joys, the uncertainties 
and dreams of life. "The reason why we pray, "says William 
James, "is simply that we cannot help praying. " It is an 
instinct that springs eternally ftom man's unquenchable 
faith in a living God, almighty and merciful, Who heareth 
prayer, and answereth those who call upon Him in truth; 
and it ranges ftom half-articulate petition for help in distress 
to highest adoration, ftom confession of sin to jubilant 
expression ofjoyful fellowship with God, ftom thanksgiving to 
the solemn resolve to do His will as if it were our will Prayer 
is a Jacob's ladder joining earth to heaven; and, as nothing 
else, wakens in the children of men the sense of kinship with 
their Father on High. It is an "ascent of the mind to God''; 
and, in ecstasies of devotion, man is raised above all earthly 
cares and fears. The Jewish Mystics compare the action of 
prayer upon the human spirit to that of the flame on the 
coal % the flame clothes the black, sooty clod in a garment 
of.fire, and releases the heat imprisoned therein, even so does 
prayer clothe a man in JEWISH PRAYER a garment of 
holiness, evoke the light and fire implanted within him by 
his Maker, illumine his whole being, and unite the Lower 
and the Higher Worlds" (Zohar). 

This fine description of]ewish prayer is that ofDr. J. ]. Hertz, 
the late Chief Rabbi of the British Empire, in the introduction 
to his commentary to the Prayer Book. Dr. Hertz favours the 
supernaturalistic interpretation of prayer. For him, prayer is an 
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What is Jewish Prayer? 

attempt by man to get into touch with Ultimate Being, with 
a Reality whose existence is independent of his own mind. As 
a devout and traditionally minded Jew, Hertz cannot accept 
those modern theories which, while not denying the efficacy of 
prayer, prefer to explain its value in purely natural terms. In a 
penetrating paper, delivered before the Rabbinical Assembly of 
America, Professor Abraham Joshua Heschel, critically examines 
these theories and reveals their inadequacies. 

The first theory criticised by Heschel is that of "religious 
behaviourism," according to which the chief value of prayer 
lies in its effect in successfully continuing the Jewish tradition. 
The synagogue prayers are the best means of keeping the sense 
of tradition alive and of forging a link between this generation 
and past generations of Israel. But, as Heschel remarks, "Wise, 
important, essential, and pedagogically useful as the principle 
of 'respect for tradition' is, it is grotesque and self-defeating to 
make of it the supreme article of faith." 

A kindred notion is that which sees prayer as the identification 
of the worshipper with the group to which he belongs, it is the 
means of making the Jew aware that he is part of the people 
of Israel. This doctrine of prayer as a social act sees God as the 
epitome of the ideals of the group. But this is to equate a political 
phenomenon with worship. It is true that a Jew never worships 
as an isolated individual but as a part of the people Israel, yet it 
is within the heart of every individual that prayer takes place. 

Finally, there is what Heschel calls the "doctrine of religious 
solipsism," according to which prayer is a subtle form of auto
suggestion, it is addressed to" the good within ourselves." But is 
it really good for our psychic health to deny that God hearkens 
to prayer and yet pray "as if" He did because of the therapeutic 
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JEWISH PRAYER 

effects of prayer? Is it not an old-fashioned and short-sighted 
psychology to assume that duplicity could be good for one's 
health? The real issue of prayer is not prayer; the issue of prayer 
is God. One cannot pray unless he has faith in his own ability to 
accost the inflnite, merciful, eternal God. 

This brief survey of Heschel's critique does not do justice 
to a most able exposition. The reader is advised to consult the 
original essay in the Proceedings of the Rabbinical Assembly of 
America, Vol. xvii, 1954. Here he will fmd, too, the opinion 
of a prominent member of the Reconstructionist school, Rabbi 
Eugene Kahn, who believes that, it is not so absurd as Heschel 
thinks to pray to God conceived as a" cosmic process." We shall 
have occasion to refer to the points raised in this controversy in 
the chapter on Praising God. It is as well, however, to note that 
the rejection of the natural theories as inadequate in themselves 
does not, of course, rule them out as supplementary reasons for 
the value of prayer. Jewish prayer does provide the Jew with a 
powerful means of identifying himself with his people and with 
its past. And the idea of praying to the good in ourselves is not 
entirely unknown in the traditional Jewish sources. It appears 
to be mirrored in the remarkably bold rabbinic statement (for 
long the target of critics of the Talmud, insensitive to its quaint 
wisdom) that God Himself prays-His prayer being: "May it 
be My will that My mercy may suppress My anger, and that My 
mercy may prevail over My attributes, so that I may deal with 
My children in the attribute of mercy and, on their behalf, stop 
short of the limit of strict justice" (Ber. ?a). 

Prayer as a Duty. 

Is the duty to pray of Biblical origin? Undoubtedly, there are 
many prayers in Scripture; most of the Biblical heroes pray; but 
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What is Jewish Prayer? 

is there a direct Biblical command that the Israelite should pray? 
The great Maimonides, in his Code of Jewish Law, answers in 
the affirmative, taking his stand on the rabbinic exegesis of a 
Biblical verse. 

It is a positive precept to pray each day, as it is said: "And ye 
shall serve the Lord, your God ... "(Ex. xxiii, 25). Tradition 
teaches that the service spoken of here is prayer, as it is said: 
"And to serve Him with all your heart" (Deut. xi, 13). 
"What is service of the heart?" ask the Sages, "prayer! "But 
the number of the prayers and the form of prayers are not 
Biblical nor is a fixed time for prayer enjoined in the Bible 
(Yad, Tef /, i). 

Other eminent, medieval authorities cannot see eye to eye 
with Maimonides on this question. For them there can be no 
command to pray for the essence of prayer is its spontaneity. 
There is much truth in the saying that the Bible is God's gift to 
Israel, the Prayer Book is Israel's gift to God; though moderns 
would not wish to under estimate the human element in 
the Bible nor need we eliminate divine inspiration from the 
composition of the Prayer Book. In this connection a letter, 
written by Shneor Zalman ofLadi (1747-1812), the founder of 
the philosophical Habad movement in Hassidism, to a friend of 
the movement, is of interest. 

For though the form of the prayers and the duty of praying 
three times a day is of rabbinic origin the idea of prayer and 
its essence is the foundation of the whole Torah. Namely, to 
know God, to recognise His greatness and His splendour with 
a serene and perfect mind and an understanding heart, that 
a man should concentrate on these thoughts until the rational 
soul is awakened to love God, to cleave to Him and to His 
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JEWISH PRAYER 

Torah and to desire His precepts. 1 

Ijpes of Prayer. 

There is more than one type of prayer. The earliest prayers 
were those of petition, in which God is entreated to grant man's 
request. There are, in addition, higher forms of prayer-the 
prayer of thanksgiving for favours received; the penitential 
prayer, asking God for forgiveness of sins; and the doxology, the 
prayer of praise.2 

Generally speaking, while simple faith finds no difficulty 
in the idea of prayer, various thinkers have been vigorous in 
their attacks on prayer, their wrath being directed especially 
against the prayer of petition. In the Jewish sources, we find the 
philosophers trying hard to reconcile prayers for life, for health, 
for food, sunshine and rain, for possessions and many children, 
with the idea of a universe governed by law, while the mystics 
tended to look upon such prayers as a form of egoism. For these 
latter the self must be transcended in prayer but petitionary 
prayers call attention to the ego and its desires. Consequently, 
both philosophers and mystics prefer to dwell on the spiritual 
effects of prayer and favour prayers of adoration and thanksgiving 
to those of petition. However, all the types of prayer are found in 
the Prayer Book. In the next chapter the suggestions that have 
been made to defend the validity of petitionary prayer will be 
noted. 

1 Quoted byTeitdbaum in Hatav Miladi, Warsaw, 1913, p. 213. 
2 An account of the different types of prayer is given in the article on Prayer 

in the Universal Jewish Encyclopedia, Vol. VIII, p. 617. 
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What is Jewish Pmyer? 

The Regulation of Prayer. 

There is bound to be some tension in the life of prayer 
between the idea of prayer as a spontaneous act, free from all 
conventional bonds, and the detailed rules and regulations that 
are inseparable from an established ritual of prayer. One of the 
counts registered against the Hassidim by their opponents was 
their neglect of the regulations governing the times of prayer. 
"The son can approach his father at any time of the clay," argued 
the Hassidim, "if his father loves him and he loves his father." 
But Dr. Hertz has well said: 

The regulations concerning the minutiae of prayer are 
many: the opening treatise of the Talmud, Berachoth, is 
entirely devoted to the subject. Schurer and other Christian 
theologians contend that these regulations must have stifled 
the whole spirit of prayer. But this is a controversial fiction; 
as if discipline in an army, or laws in a country, necessarily 
suppressed patriotism. In fact, rule and discipline in worship 
increase devotion: without, them the noblest forms of 
adoration are unknown. The same is seen in the kindred 
realm of poetry. Elaborate schemes of metre and rhyme 
alone-witness the Greek poets, or Shelley, Goethe, Hugo
seem to render the highest poetry possible. With it all none 
realised better than the rabbis the need for prayer to be true 
"service of the heart. " He who prays must remember before 
Whom he stands, they said; and it was neither the length, 
nor the brevity, nor the language of the prayer that mattered, 
but the sincerity. "The All-merciful demands the heart, " is 
their teaching. 
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