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A P P R O A C H I N G  P R A Y E R  

BASED ON THE GODFILE BY ARYEH BEN DAVID 

 

This session asks teens to look at different approaches to praying and consider which one they 
most identify with and which ones they can try. 

Based on the book the Godfile by Ayreh ben David, you can use this material in the following ways. 

 

1. Spend a series of tefilla chabura sessions  
Read through each type of prayer approach. 
Ask teens to consider the questions and have them write the answers in their siddur or 
make some kind of sticky note for them to jot down the answers. 
Ask teens to consider where in prayer they could have their moment to access each 
approach. 
Give teens a minute to silently think about and act on the approach learnt that day. 
This approach allows the teens to try each style and consider if it works for them. Best used 
over a summer program . 

 

2. All in one – active session 
If you want to go through all the approaches in one session you can pin up the descriptions 
and ask teens to read and choose their approach. They can then spend a few minutes talking 
to others who also chose the same approach and discuss why it is most fitting for them. 
Teens can then present back to the group – what the approach is and why they identify with 
it the most. 
This methodology is best used as a one off session rather than a summer program. It is an 
introduction to approaching God in a variety of ways and asks teens to consider this on a 
superficial level rather than delving into the details of each approach. 
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THE JUDGE 

 

“The Hebrew infinitive L’hitpalel (to pray) from 
which the word Tefilla (prayer) is derived, 
originally meant to deliver an opinion about 
oneself, to judge oneself… thus it denotes to step 
out of active life in order to attempt to gain a 
true judgment about oneself, that is, about one’s 
ego, about one’s relationship with God and the 
world… It strives to infuse the mind and hear t 
with the power of such judgment that will direct 
both renewed to a life of action- purified, 
sublimated, strengthened. The procedure for 
arousing such self- judgment is called tefilla.” 
RABBI SAMSON RAPHAEL HIRSCH 

 

rayer, according to this approach is a time of evaluation, to revisit the last day, week and 
month and maybe even year and in a moment of silence- judge yourself.  In this moment, you 
are not being emotional, mystical or reflective about the world and its problems. You are 

simply thinking about your own life using all your rational cognitive abilities to judge yourself. 

Self judgment is not reserved exclusively for Yom Kippur, by the time you conclude your moment of 
silence in prayer you should have come to some resolution about your life, even if it is only a small 
one.  You are focusing your attention on creases in your life that you want to straighten out. “Was I 
polite enough this morning? Am I doing all that I can to be a good person” 

Prayer is the opportunity you can take to focus and stop and consider whether you are controlling 
your life, or if your life is controlling you. Prayer is a time to take a thorough look at yourself and 
take time to reflect.  When you adopt this approach you are asking yourself tough questions, you 
pay attention about how you are living your life. 

This approach to prayer is primarily about your relationship with yourself. Essentially you are 
judging yourself. However, demonstrating a desire to change your behavior is a catalyst to actually 
changing and once you transform yourself – you change the way you relate to God and how He 
relates to you. Rabbi Yosef Albo said: “If one changes his being, then one’s fate is also re 
determined” 

Praying this way allows you to revisit and evaluate your lie so you can make concrete albeit small 
transformations. As you learn to evaluate yourself through the eyes of God during your moment of 
prayer, you may find that you are able to apply this approach to other relationships in your life 
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

 If I could live this day over, what three things would I change? 
 

 If I had to improve one area of my life, what would it be? 
 

 If I had to choose one relationship that needed more attention, which would it be? 
 

 Who is the one person that I judge too harshly and need to show more empathy towards? 
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THE LOVER 

 

“As in water, face to face so is the heart of man to 
man” (Proverbs 27:19). The same identical facwe 
which a person presents to the water is reldected 
back to him from the water. So indeed the love of a 
person for another is redlected back to him,. For this 
love awarkens a loving response in the heart of 
antoher, cementing their mutual love for each other, 
especially as he sees his friend’s love for him. RABBI 

SHNEUR ZALMAN OF LIADI 

 

 

 

uring this time of prayer, you are not asking for anything. You are not judging yourself, you 
are not being analytical or thoughtful. This is not the prayer of the mind. You are trying to 
open your heart and express your love for God. 

Why? Because you realize that God loves you. The very fact that you are alive, that you woke up this 
morning, shows that God has returned your soul to you for another day. Even on the bleakest day, 
when you cannot see anything special about yourself, God returns your soul to you. This is God’s act 
of love, and acts of love evoke responses of love. 

This is a prayer of giving.  You are not the focus, you are not thinking about what you need or what 
you would like to receive. At this moment you want to express gratitude for your life, you are not 
perplexed by questions about life or what is missing. You have only one thought, life is a gift, you 
are simply thankful for you life.  

How can we conjure these feelings? 

Imagine the most loving person you know- would you want to be more like this person? In this 
prayer, the Lover strives to become more like this person to fulfill the ideal of unselfish loving. Each 
person has love in his heart but sometimes it requires work to arouse this emotion. There is no 
limit for how loving a person can be. You can always strive to reach new levels, the goal is to open 
your heat.  

This approach is not limited to simply trying to become more loving. The focus must be on 
expressing the love which is latent in the heat. During moments of intense prayer, love must be 
articulated.  
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

 Who is the most loving person I know? Who is the one person who has expressed the most 
unconditional love for me? 
 

 What was the most loving or giving moment I have ever witnessed? 
 

 How would my life be different if I was a more loving person? 
 

 Who do I need to say “I love you” to? 
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THE TALKER 

 

It is essential to make time every day 
to seclude one-self and talk openly to 
God. Speech has great power to 
awaken a person spiritually. If he 
expresses himself with many words of 
spiritual awakening, entreaties and 
prayer, this speech itself will bring 
revelation an awakening of his soul. 
Meditation should consist of a 
conversation with God, One should 
pour out his thoughts before his 
Creator. This can include complaints 
and excuses or words seeking 
acceptance or reconciliation. There 
will be many times when will find it 
impossible to say anything. His mouth will be sealed, and he will not be able to find the 
words to say. Nevertheless, the fact that he has made the effort and has prepared 
himself to converse with God is in itself very beneficial .  
RABBI NACHMAN OF BRESSLOV 
 

ou simply start to talk. You begin whenever you may be at that moment. This is your 
rendezvous with God, there is no agenda, no plan. There are no expectations or time limits. 
You are not reciting from the prayer book or saying someone else’s words. Your words are 

your own. You talk about whatever is on your mind- whether you want to ask for something, 
express gratitude, share or vent. 
 
How do you talk to God? 
Certainly not by focusing on the past, engaging in a retrospective examination of your life or on 
your future plans. At this moment, focus completely on the present, not censoring out thoughts or 
words. Talk about where you are right now, what is going on with you and what is on your mind.  
Really talking to God will make you feel like you are standing before a mirror of truth. At the same 
time as talking, you will listen to yourself. You will articulate your fears and dreams opening 
yourself up in the deepest say.  
 
This approach is extremely valuable in trying to create a vibrant relationship with God.  By doing 
this you may discover what is residing deep within your heart. Talking does not only involve 
expressing your thoughts or feelings. It also involves discovering those thoughts or feelings. Words 
can be spoken even if they do not bring a resolution. These sentences do not necessarily flow 
smoothly, and the thoughts do not need to be carefully crafted and developed. You are not writing 
an essay, and there is no grade.  
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

 Have I ever had a stream-of-consciousness conversation with God? 
 

 How would my life be different if I found a few minutes each day to talk privately with God? 
 

 Why is it sometimes hard for me to talk directly to God? 
 

 Have I ever discovered something about myself or about a relationship through stream-of-
consciousness talking? 
 

 Who allows me to talk in a way that I do not need to censor my words or feel self-conscious? 
Do I do this for anyone? 
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THE SERVANT 

The only meaning of prayer as a religious 
institution is service of God by man who 
accepts the yoke of the kingdom of Heaven…  
Only the prayer which one prays as the 
observance of a mitzvah is religiously 
significant. Spontaneous prayer, which a 
person prays of his own accord, is permitted 
by Jewish law, but its religious value is small. 
Moreover, it is of a suspicious quality, since he 
who prays for the purpose of stratifying his 
needs makes himself an end and God as it 
were, a means to himself. The greatness and 
power of prater, the legally mandated fixed 
and obligatory prayer, is in the rejection by 
man of all personal interests and motives…. in 
favor of the awareness of standing before God, a posture which is identical to all people 
in all conditions and in all circumstances, and is not dependent on one’s pers onal 
history or what has occurred to him, i.e. the extinction of a person’s will in favor of the 
obligation to serve God.  
PROFESSOR YISHAYAHU LEIBOVITZ 

 

n this approach, you are rejecting all personal interests and motives.  You are completely 
absorbed in the act of fulfilling God’s command. You are performing the act of prayer because 
you are obliged to do so. You have utterly dissociated your personal world from the act of 

praying. You have nullified your personal voice. 

Why are you praying? You are praying because you are commanded to pray. Performing the will of 
God is you sole objective. This form of prayer is not an outlet of the stirrings of the heart or for the 
meditations of the mind.  This approach to prayer is seemly the antithesis of what one would expect 
prayer to be. While seeking a connection with god might seem to be the primary objective in prayer, 
in this approach he more the “I” is involved in the act, the less of a connection there is.  

Concentrating on personal goals during prayer can reduce the act of worshipping god to an act of 
self service. If you are praying with the hope that you will feel more connected, more elevated or 
pure through your prayers, then whom is this moment really for? Is the goal of prayer to make 
myself feel better? 

Sometimes doing something for someone which strikes you as meaningless or absurd does not 
make any sense to you. But if you do it for them anyway, even if you do not see the value in it just 
because the person who asked you, you show a level of commitment and dedication to the 
relationship.  

This is the servant’s approach to prayer. Why am I praying? I am praying because God wants me to 
pray. My growth is not the issue here, because this prayer is not for myself. It is a reflection of my 
commitment to the relationship and what I am doing now is what I am supposed to be doing.  

I 
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

 Are there things that I do in my religious life because I think they ought to be done, without 
thinking of my own personal needs or possible gain from such actions? 
 

 Do I ever wonder if I am doing an act for God or for my own benefit? 
 

 How would I characterize my level of dependability? 
 

 Who is the most dependable person I know, the person who will come through for me 
regardless of personal mood or situation? 
 

 When was the last time that I did something for someone solely because the person wanted 
or needed it to be done? 
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THE SUFFERER 

Prayer in Judaism is bound up with 
the human needs, wants, dives and 
urges which make man suffer. Prayer 
is the doctrine of human needs. 
Prayer tells the individual as well as 
the community, what his, or its 
genuine needs are, what he should or 
should not petition God about… Who 
prays? Only the sufferer prays… To 
the happy man, to the contented 
man, the secret of prayer was not 
revealed. God needs neither thanks 
nor hymns. He wants to hear the 
outcry of man confronted with a 
ruthless reality.  

Suffering or distress in contradistinction to pain, is not  a sensation, but an experience a 
spiritual reality known only to humans… whenever a merciless reality clashes with the 
human existential awareness, man suffers and finds himself in distress.  
RABBI JOSEPH B. SOLOVETCHIK 
  
 

ou can tell a lot about a person by how he or she prays. If you know what a person years for 
and dreams of, if you know how he or she envisions an ideal world, then you have discovered 
the essence of that person. 

 
When your present reality clashes with your yearned for reality, you suffer. This suffering is not a 
momentary feeling that comes and goes. This suffering represents a state of being. The extent of the 
gap between your ideal state and actual reality determines the degree of suffering.  
 
The immediate goal of delving into suffering is not to find a solution to the chronic problems of the 
world. During this moment of prayer you are not seeking a way to alleviate the worlds suffering, 
nor are you searching for practical or behavioral results. Rather, you are deepening your awareness 
of the freedom that lies within you to improve the situation. You refuse to accept the limitations of 
today’s reality. The state of suffering is a statement of protest: today’s reality does not have to be 
the reality of tomorrow.  
 
As you envision a picture of an ideal world, you will begin to imagine how your relationships could 
ideally appear. You will no longer live in denial, pretending that everything is in place when there is 
actually work to be done. You will feel the weight of responsibility for improving your relationships, 
since even the best relationships need to be continually revisited and deepened. 
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

 How would I characterize my level or suffering regarding the gap between an ideal world 
and the present reality? 
 

 How would my life be different if I yearned more deeply for a better world? 
 

 What is holding me back from sincerely yearning for more? 
 

 With which relationship have I become complacent? How could I raise my expectations in 
this relationship? 
 

 With which aspect of my life have I become complacent?  
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THE MALCONTENT 

“Does it please you [God] to oppress me, 
to spurn the work of your hands, 
while you smile on the schemes of the wicked?” Job 10:3  
  
“Surely, O God, you have worn me out; 
you have devastated my entire household.” Job 16:7  
  
“He [God] throws me into the mud, 
and I am reduced to dust and ashes. 
I cry out to you, O God, but you do not answer; 
I stand up, but you merely look at me.” Job 30:19-20 
  
“Oh, that I had someone to hear me! 
I sign now my defense – let the Almighty answer me; 
let my accuser put his indictment in writing.” Job 31:35  
  
“As surely as God lives, who has denied me justice,  
the Almighty, who has made me taste bitterness of soul…” 
Job 27:1 
  
 
 

o not ignore or deny your feelings. Prayer should be personal, it should be authentic and for 
the Malcontent, it is. Now is not the time to demonstrate piety or calmness. This moment of 
encounter should be as sincere and truthful as possible. 

The anger is bubbling inside you. Words come out in torrents: “Have you answered our prayers? 
Have you helped us? Look what is happening to us!” anger and accusations are expressed. 
Disappointments and frustrations are vented. The rage is bursting out. Don’t be a martyr – refuse to 
accept everything that happens! What kind of relationship is this?! 
 
Is this approach healthy? Is it not heretical somewhat? 
 
How does a person come to terms with anger with God? The greatest danger in a relationship is 
severing all communication. The pain is to great to bear so silent sets in. “It hurts too much to talk 
about it. How could you do this to me? I don’t want to talk to you at all.”  
However, the expression of pain and anger can help a relationship recover. Despite it all, talk, no 
silence even in the hardest of times. 
Call out “Why did You let this happen?!” Scream out, knowing that there is no answer. Know that 
God’s ways are beyond human comprehension but call out nonetheless because there can be no 
silence in the face of tragedy. 
 
By expressing anger,  you may begin to accept that you cannot have total control over you r life and 
that you are subject to countless forces which defy human comprehension. Accepting this lack of 
control not only helps you to maintain a relationship with god, but also to solidify it.  
 
This approach to prayer invites you to recognize and express your anger, thus preventing a 
malignant silence from slowly destroying your relationship with God. It is an opportunity to 
express sadness and outrage over tragedies and disappointments in life.  

D 
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

 If I am angry with God, do I express this in words or in silence? When was the last time I 
voiced my anger toward God? 
 

 If I were to lash out at God now regarding an issue concerning the Jewish people, what 
would I say? 
 

 If I were to scream at God regarding a personal issue, what would I say? 
 

 Which relationship in my life have I allowed to fade away instead of communicating my 
anger? 
 

 Has expressing my anger ever helped to heal a relationship? 
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THE NEEDFUL 

 

It is the need alone that God considers… Jewish prayer 
covers every area of human life, the material as well as 
the spiritual, the personal as well as the social, the 
national as well as the universal. Jewish prayer shows 
no less appreciation of moral and spiritual values than 
some of the most significant tomes of the 
philosophers, yet a Jew prays unabashedly for his daily 
bread as well as for the needs of the spirit. 
RABBI ELIEZER BERKOVITZ 

 

hat could be easier than asking for something I need? Children do it endlessly: “Can you 
please give me this? Can you please give me that?” On the surface, entering into this 
mindset appears to be easy and uncomplicated. We do not have to engage in our deepest 

thoughts or emotions. In fact, all we have to do is ask. 
 
It is not always easy, though, to admit that we cannot satisfy our own needs, to accept that we have 
to look elsewhere for assistance. It is an admission that we cannot fully take care of ourselves.  
Asking God for help does not absolve you from working to achieve your goals. Rather, imploring 
God for help after you have struggled independently is a statement about human frailty. It is 
difficult, often embarrassing, to recognize your essential state of incompletion, to acknowledge your 
inability to supply everything that you and your loved ones need. When you ask for something you 
are admitting weakness, and exposing your vulnerability.  
 
Your relationship with God is so close and supportive that you can express your deepest needs 
without constraint or embarrassment. God is your closes confidante.  
The true test of an intimate and supportive relationship is whether you are able to share your 
weaknesses and vulnerabilities. 
 
In this approach to prayer, what you ask for is less significant than the fact you asked for it. The 
very act of asking help defines, clarifies and transforms the relationship. 
 
Not all requests uttered in prayer are answered in the affirmative by God. But what happens when 
they are, when your need is fulfilled, how then, do you respond? When you ask God for something, 
your perception of the eventual outcome changes. While you may have done everything in your 
power to bring about this moment, you now see an element of the Divine in the outcome. This 
approach transforms your perception of everything in life.  Whether your requests are answered or 
not, by asking, you recognize the intimate role that God plays in your life. 
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

 How do I feel about myself when I ask God for help? 
` 

 How would my life be different if I felt more comfortable about expressing my needs to 
God? 
 

 What holds me back from asking for more things? If I were to talk to God now, what would I 
ask for? 
 

 Is there any person with whom I feel close enough that I would not hesitate to ask for 
anything? 
 

 Who do I think needs something from me but may be reluctant to ask for it? 
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THE MYSTIC 

 

Do not say to yourself: “What use is 
there in trying to pray with great 
effort since I do not know how to pray 
with the kabbalistic (mystical) 
intentions anyway?” The watchmaker 
who fashions the inner workings of a 
watch knows all the details of its 
machinery. He is the greatest expert 
on watches and can fix a watch if it 
has been broken. Yet anyone is 
capable of winding the watch. You do 
not have to know why winding the 
watch makes it start ticking; the 
watchmaker has already set it up so that all you have to do is wind it. And if you do not 
wind it, all the watchmaker’s effort won’t do a bit of good; the clock simply won’t run. So 
it is with prayer.  
RABBI KALONYMOUS KALMAN SHAPIRA  

 
ust like the watchmaker who made the watch, earlier mystics wrote the prayers. All you have to 
do is say them. It is all set up for you to put into motion, like winding the watch.  Mystical prayer 
is not “I” focused. You are not thinking about yourself. It really is not about you at all.  Mystical 

prayer is about penetrating more spiritual worlds, ascending to higher levels of consciousness.  
 
But shouldn’t prayer be focused on this world? On you and your life? 
 
The mystics assert that everything in this physical world is really only the expression, the symptom, 
of what transpires in the more spiritual worlds. If you want to correct something in this world, 
rather than focus on the external symptom, you must try to penetrate the source of the matter in 
the spiritual worlds.  
 
Only by transporting yourself to more spiritual worlds can you find a cure for the ailments of this 
physical world. This journey is accomplished through meditation. The composers of the Jewish 
prayer book were aware of these mystical ideas ad composed the prayers as a journey from the 
most physical world to the most spiritual.  
 
If you pray as though the whole world watching and listening to you, you are praying as if you are 
affecting the whole world. Prayer is not about one person, it is about affecting the whole world and 
everyone in it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

J 



17 | P a g e  
 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER 

 If I could talk to the whole world for five minutes, what would I say? 
 

 Have I ever had a moment which I imagined could influence worlds beyond my immediate 
reality? 
 

 Have I ever experienced some kind of mystical connection whilst using the prayer book? 
 

 Can you think of any moment in your family history which affected the whole future family 
line? 
 

 Which relationship of mine would benefit if I invested my focus? 

 
 


