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All of the World Is a Place for Prayer
Finally, beyond the prayers of synagogue and home, which could
be planned because the times for them were fixed, there were the
events of everyday life that evoked blessings, often unexpectedly.
Indeed, though often hard, the workaday world was
conceptualized not as a daily grind but as an opportunity for
prayers that celebrate creation and our human place within it.
Still today, the performance of commandments like illuminating
a home with Shabbat candlelight, for instance, evokes the words
"Blessed are You, Adonai our God, ruler of the world, who has
sanctified us with your commandments and commanded us to
kindle Shabbat lights." But God's presence was likely to become
evident not just in the moment when a divine commandment was
being performed but at any time or place, like the breathtaking
surprise of coming across a desert landscape or a redwood forest,
for which one says, "Blessed are You, Adonai our God, who
created the universe." The thinking behind these blessings that
celebrate nature-not just its extraordinary manifestations but
even such ordinary beauty as a tree in blossom-is especially
instructive.
North American culture divides human activity into simple
oppositions. We are either at work or at play, on vacation or on
the job, in school or at recess. We instinctively treat prayer,
therefore, as what you do when you are in synagogue ( or church)
but not in the office, the garden, the playground, or the car.
Judaism takes just the opposite point of view. Though not all of
life is holy,
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the holy can come bursting through the everyday at any time. Jews
were therefore to be ready for such occasions by reciting appropri
ate blessings for happening upon the sacred: a rainbow, a flower,
thunder and lightning, an ocean, a wise teacher, hearing good news
(or even bad)-all of these occasions evoke a blessing from Jews,
who know that prayer is an inherent part of life, not something
reserved just for specific days of the week or year and for certain
places but not others.
It is written (in Psalm 24:1 ), "The earth and its fullness be
long to God:' But Psalm 115:16 says, "God has given it to
human beings:'There is no cqntradiction.The first verse re
flects the situation before we say a blessing; the second

verse describes the case after the blessing has been said.3

Our rabbinic aphorism indicates that appreciating the universe
without saying a blessing is a sin, because it is like pillaging God's
universe. But if we pause to say a blessing over a wonder of na
ture, thereby demonstrating our appreciation of whatever we are
saying a blessing over, God releases it into our care.
As we can see, Judaism has three kinds of fixed prayer: the
daily synagogue service; prayers to be said at home, chiefly around
the table; and a lexicon of prayers for special occasions when God's
presence bursts in upon our daily routine. No wonder prayer is a
discipline. It involves being in certain places at certain times, and
practicing the art of saying certain things when the occasion calls
for them. Becoming a prayerful person is like becoming a mara
thon runner or a world-class chef. It takes regular practice. And it
presupposes failures along the way to ultimate success.
But it is important to know what counts for success. People
who think of prayer solely as a way to ask God for favors miss the
point. People who carp at the literal meaning of words without
appreciating the grandeur of the human position that makes speech
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