
 

 

JEWISH SPIRITUALITY IN THE SIDDUR 
 

Materials Needed: 
Copies of this text for each participant 
Siddurim (prayerbooks) for each participant 
(Chapter 8 of The Seventh Telling provides 
background useful for this program.) 

 
The most profound, complete text concerning Jewish spirituality, Jewish mysticism, or 
the Kabbalah is . . .  the siddur.  The prayerbook. 
 
There are other compilations of meditations and spiritual texts – Sefer Yetzirah, the 
Zohar, the work of Abulafia, Luria, Cordovero .  .  . All of it pales against the 
prayerbook. The prayerbook is a compilation of everything 99.9% of the Jewish 
community will ever need when it comes to spirituality. 
 
If only one knows how to use it. 
 
Jewish spiritual tradition is based on a notion of Four Worlds of experience. You’ll find 
the number four most places where Jewish spirituality is encountered:  In the vision of 
Ezekiel, in tefillin, in the tzitzit of the tallit (the fringes of the prayer shawl), in the 
celebration of Passover . . .  
 
. . . and in the siddur. 
 
The morning prayer service is the most complete. It contains both the reading of the 
Sh’ma and the Amidah.  In it you will find a profound series of spiritual exercises to take 
you through the Four Worlds of Jewish spirituality. 
 
As each section of prayer is described find and examine it in your siddur. 
 
1. The World of Action:  (Asiah, in Hebrew.)  A world of physicality. 
 
 Morning blessings. (Birchot ha-shachar.)  We pronounce words of blessings for 
our bodies, the ability to breathe, our clothes, the ability to stand, to straighten up. 
 
2. The World of Formation:  (Yetzirah.)  A world of emotion. 
 
 Psalms of praise. (Psukay d’zimra.)  Psalms and songs that increase in intensity 
toward the ecstatic. 
 
3. The World of Creation:  (Bri-ah).  A world of meaning. 
 
 The Sh’ma and its blessings. (Kri-at sh’ma.)  The two blessings following the 
bar’chu lead one through a speculation of the processes of creation, even to the angels 
themselves, to a recognition of God’s love, and a meditation on the uniqueness of our 



 

 

God, not just the six words of the Sh’ma, but the entire 248 words of the three Scriptural 
paragraphs, followed by a blessing of affirmation. (What if you spent four seconds on 
each of the 248 words, if you understand Hebrew, or seven seconds on each phrase in 
English?)  If you have a copy of The Seventh Telling, see the story of The Little Girl Who 
Wanted to Say the Sh’ma, beginning on page 298. 
 
4. The World of Emanation:  (Atzilut.)  A world of being close to God. 
 

The Amidah -- The Standing Prayer. Also known as the  Shmoneh Esray. Three 
blessings to walk into the presence of the Divine. Thirteen petitions. Three blessings to 
withdraw.  
 
           As a rule, “standing” is not the place one wants to be. Standing water stagnates. 
Standing implies no movement, no growth. So why is the most profound element of our 
prayer service referred to as the Standing Prayer, the Amidah? 
 
          Tradition is that when one stands for the Amidah one does not move one’s feet. 
One stands still. More or less. It may be the feet don’t move, but most everything else 
may sway, bend, rock. But the feet stay still. During the kedushah one rises up on one’s 
toes, like angels in the back ranks attempting to get a peek at the Throne of Glory. Three 
times up on one’s toes, for each kadosh:   Kadosh, Kadosh, Kadosh -- Holy, Holy, Holy. 
But, in principle, for the Amidah, the Standing Prayer, one stands still.  
 
          That’s what happens when one “descends before the ark,” an idiom for voicing 
prayer so deep it is pronounced in a whisper. 
 
          In the World of Action, there’s plenty of room to move around. If one stays still, 
the body cramps. In the World of Formation, of emotion, if there is no movement, there is 
no relationship. And in the World of Creation, without movement, no new ideas.  
 
          So, to stand in one position leads to a cramping of the body in the World of Action. 
In the World of Formation standing in one position results in isolation. To stand in one 
position is a reflection of unflinching dogma in the World of Creation. No growth. But in 
the world of Emanation, all one can do is stand. There is no place to move. It’s as if the 
worlds narrow as one descends. Ultimately there is only you and You, face to face, as 
long as you can bear it.  
 
          Atzilut (Emanation) comes from the Hebrew for “closeness.” When one stands in 
such closeness to God, one takes that closeness back through the worlds, so that a 
closeness to God is experienced in one’s thinking, in one’s relationships, and in one’s 
actions. So in the Kabbalah we find the expressions - Atzilut in Asiah (Closeness in the 
World of Action), Atzilut in Yetzirah (Closeness in The World of Formation), Atzilut in 
Bri-ah (Closeness in the World of Creation).  
 
          But this ability to maintain closeness evaporates in a matter of hours, so each day 
we risk once again the Standing Prayer, the Amidah, to achieve some Closeness within 



 

 

Closeness, Atzilut in Atzilut, standing in the Presence of God, so the Presence remains 
with us when we withdraw to the activities of our daily lives.  


