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God Thoughts
God. Even though this is a book about prayer, you can’t think about prayer 
without dealing with God. To be able to pray, or to figure out what the siddur 
(prayerbook) means to us, we need to know what we think about God. If we 
are on one side of the dialogue, we need to know who we think is listening.

Here are some quick looks at some common ways people believe in God. 

 Chapter 1: God and Prayer
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Circle the idea that is closest to your belief  Write and draw one 
if none of these is close 

The Puppet 
God pulls strings.  
God controls the world, 
setting people’s futures 
and working miracles.

Making a List and  
Checking It Twice
God takes notes on 
what we do. Later 
we’ll get rewarded 
or punished for what 
we’ve done.

Mother Nature, 
Scientific Laws, 
Natural Rules  
and Other  
Truth-of-Truths

God is a Higher Power 
made up of all the forces 
and principles that rule 
the world. God is order. 
God gives order.

The  Watchmaker
A watchmaker 
makes a watch. 
He puts it 
together, winds 
it up and 
then leaves 
it running. God 
works the same 
way. God created 
the world and then left it running.

Jiminy Cricket— 
The Still, Small Voice

“Always let your 
conscience be your  
guide.” God is like 
the small voice that  

whispers in our 
ears and hearts. 
God is the feeling

that we are doing the right or wrong 
thing.

Share Any of Your Own.

Partner up  Share your basic God idea with your partner  then  
partners should report your God thoughts to the whole group 
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God and Prayer

Let’s look at four different ways our belief in God can intersect with our belief in 
prayer.

If we believe in God, 
it is easy to pray. We 
can think of prayers 
as really talking to our 
Deity, really asking for 
things we might get, 
or we can think of 

praying as our talking to God to find 
out what we should want. After all, we 
can talk to God in the exact same way 
we can talk to a friend or parent in 
order to work out a problem.

Even if we don’t 
believe in God (or 
in a God who can 
listen and respond to 
prayer), here is still a 
way to use the liturgy. 
We can think of the 
service as a chance 

to be with the community, or as a 
chance to reflect. The prayers can be 
me asking myself for things, rather 
than having God involved.

We can pray as if there is 
a God (even if we’re not 
sure). It is sometimes 
easier to tell things, 
admit things to someone 
else—that is the “why” 
behind imaginary friends. We 
can assume/pretend that 
there is a God because 
that makes praying easier. Kurt 
Vonnegut teaches, in a book called 
Cat’s Cradle, “A perfectly useful 
religion can be built out of lies.”

We don’t know if there really is a 
God or not. Either 
way it can’t hurt us to 
pray; but if there is a 
God, and we don’t, we 
might be in trouble. It 
is the same reason we 

walk around ladders. We don’t really 
believe, but…

Or you just may not want to pray at all.

Circle the idea that is closest to your belief  Write and draw one 
if none of these is close 
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A Prayer Story:  
The Horse Who Could Pray
One man shouted, “I’ll bet you ten kopeck  
you can’t.”

The stranger shouted, “I’ll bet you ten kopeck  
I can.”

A third man shouted, “Five more kopeck says  
you can’t.”

Then the rabbi walked in and asked, “What is  
going on here?”

The first man said, “This man says he can teach 
my horse to pray. He says that he can make him 
pray just like any other Jew. I bet him he can’t.”

Seven different men said, “So did I.”

The rabbi said, “A praying horse is something I  
would like to see. It might teach all of you something.”

The stranger took the horse. He went away for 
a month. Then the day came. He and the horse 
were standing in the back of the synagogue. 
Everyone else was standing, too. There was no 
room to sit. Everyone in the whole town was 
there. Everyone from miles away was there, too. 
Everyone wanted to see the horse that could 
pray.

The stranger picked up a huge siddur. He held it 
up for everyone to see. He said, “I have taught 
this horse the seder of the service.” The stranger 
took the siddur and placed it on the shtandard. 
A shtandard is the desk that some Jews use as a 
table to hold books when they pray or study. He 
put a kippah and a tallit on the horse.
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Someone joked, “Now the 
horse looks like a Jew. But 
can he pray like a Jew?”

The horse went over to the 
shtandard. He looked in the 
siddur. He bowed his head 
up and down, up and down. 
After a little while he put 
his nose into the siddur and 
turned the page. Then he 
did it again and again. The 
horse’s head went up and 
down, up and down. Then 
the horse turned the page. 
He looked just like a Jew 
who was really praying.

The man said, “I have won 
the bet.”

The rabbi walked over and 
patted the horse. Then he 
walked over to the shtandard. He picked up the siddur and shook it. Oats, lots 
of oats, fell out of the pages. Everyone in the synagogue laughed.

The rabbi said, “Don’t laugh so hard. The horse prays the way most of you do. 
The horse knows how to turn the pages. The horse knows how to follow the 
order. But the horse does not know how to have his heart in his prayers. Still, 
the horse does pray better than some of you.”

Did the stranger win or lose the bet?
What does it take to really have your 
heart in a prayer?

Act out this story 
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Hevruta Texts on Prayer
Work with a hevruta partner and read these texts   
Put an “x” through those texts with which you disagree   
Pick your favorite text 

[1] Prayer…gives us the opportunity to be honest, to say 
what we believe, and to stand for what we say.  
—Abraham Joshua Heschel

[2] Every wish is like a prayer to God. —Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning

[3] Prayer…teaches people to overcome bitterness and self-
pity, to think not of what the world owes him/her, but 
what he or she owes the world and God. —Solomon B. 
Freehof

[4] Prayer cannot mend a broken bridge, rebuild a ruined 
city, or bring water to parched fields. Prayer can mend a 
broken heart, lift up a discouraged soul, and strengthen 
a weakened will. —Ferdinand M. Isserman

[5] To pray is to feel and give expression to a deep sense of 
gratitude. No intelligent, healthy, normal human being 
should take for granted…the innumerable blessings 
which God… bestows upon him or her daily, the 
blessings of parents, loved ones, of friends and country, 
of health and understanding. —Simon Greenberg

[6] When I was young, I asked my father, “If you don’t 
believe in God, why do you go to synagogue so 
regularly?” My father answered, “Jews go to synagogue 
for all kinds of reasons. My friend Garfinkle, who is 
Orthodox, goes to talk to God. I go to talk to Garfinkle.” 
—Harry Golden
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[7] Prayer in Judaism… is bound up with human needs, 
wants, drives, and urges…Prayer tells the individual 
as well as the community, what his/her or its genuine 
needs are, what s/he should, or should not, petition God 
about… —Rabbi Joseph Soleveitchik

[8] If prayer worked the way most people think it does, no 
one would ever die, because no prayer is offered more 
sincerely than a prayer for life, for health and recovery 
from illness, for ourselves and for those we love… 
People who pray for miracles usually don’t get miracles 
any more than children who pray for bicycles, good 
grades, or boyfriends get them as a result of praying. 
But people who pray for courage, for strength to bear 
the unbearable, for grace to remember what they have 
left instead of what they have lost, very often find their 
prayers answered. They discover that they have more 
strength, more courage than they ever knew themselves 
to have. —Rabbi Harold Kushner


