Open My Heart:
Living Jewish Prayer with Rabbi Jonathan Slater
Rabbi Dan Liben.
JONATHAN:
Shalom. This is rabbi Jonathan Slater, and welcome to Open My Heart: Living Jewish
Prayer, a Prayer Project podcast of the Institute for Jewish Spirituality. Together, we will
investigate how personal prayer, in its many forms, is an important part of Jewish
spirituality. Each Monday and Friday, we will offer a different practice, led by a different
person, all praying from the heart. Today, we're blessed to have with us Rabbi Dan Liben,
who is a colleague and friend, a participant in Institute programs, and a member of our
Board. Hey, Dan, I'm really happy to have you here today. Would you tell us a little bit
about yourself?
DAN:
Sure, Jonathan. Hi, it's so nice to here. So, I am a rabbi of a congregation in Natick,
Massachusetts. It's a Conservative congregation. But I'm really here because my great
love has been my involvement with IJS ever since I think 2007. And, I'm here because
IJS helped me to understand my prayer life as a practice, in the same way that my
sitting practice is a practice, in the same way that other people might have yoga or other
practices. And even though I had been a rabbi for some time before I came to IJS, it
opened up a whole new world for me. So I'm here to share a little bit about how my
prayer practice has evolved as a result of my involvement in IJS.
JONATHAN:
That's great. I'm really excited to be part of your practice. So, I'm going to turn things
over to you now and thank you for sharing your practice.
DAN:
So, this is a practice in which I decided to rediscover and reclaim meaning of the second
paragraph of the three paragraphs of the Shema. Rather than ignoring it Because if it's

Deuteronomic philosophy, theology of reward and punishment, which so many people
seem as unhelpful, I decided it was time to reclaim the second paragraph of the smile
for myself. And this is how I do it.
I see the three paragraphs of the Shema in a dynamic relationship. One with the other.
V’ahavta  ואהבתis the paragraph in which I allow myself to feel God's love and to feel
connected and rooted in the eternal life force. The second paragraph of the Shema is
the paragraph that reminds me that it is possible -- not only possible, but it is probable
that often in life, we will be disconnected. We will be cut off and we will feel as if the
world is absolutely upside down and falling inward. The third paragraph, however, is the
paragraph that affirms yes, it is possible when these moments happen to be
reconnected. So the third paragraph becomes for me this wonderful, joyous affirmation
that even though the promise of disconnection of second paragraph is real, it doesn't
last, it doesn't need to last.
So, what I do in this practice is I use it as an opportunity to really get into the practice of
words, to say every word of the three paragraphs of the Shema. And I sing it t rope, as
I'm davening. And I feel the content of the words: to feel the love in the first paragraph;
to feel that disconnect, to notice in the second paragraph where some of the words are
harsh in their sounding – for instance v’chara aph, וחרה אף, to really feel that; v’atzar ,
ועצר, -- to feel the harshness of the words. Then to feel in my body, where the text talks
about rising up and sitting down. And in my body, I'm actually rising up and sitting down
to imprint this practice on my body in a physical way.
So I begin that practice with the Shema, followed by a period of silence, using that
silence to allow myself to really listen, to hear what is arising in that moment, to hear the
possibility of connection. And out of that listening, then I go into the v’ahavta, which of
course expresses the love/ I feel that in my heart. I actually hold my hands over my
heart and feel that space filling with energy as I sing the v ’ahavta.
So that's my practice. And I invite you to it. And we'll begin with the Shema, going into a
period of silence. And then the three paragraphs. Just taking a deep breath and
preparation. And I'll say each word of the Shama on an elongated out-breath using the in
breath is an opportunity to hear, to feel in the body, to listen what's happening.
Shemaaaaa מע
ַשׁ
ְ
Yisraeeeeel ִשָֹר ֵאל
ְי
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Adonaiiiiiii 'ה
Eloheynuu ֱאלֵֹהינוּ
Adonaiiiiiii 'ה
Echaaaaad  ֶא ָחד

And out of the silence arises in me a sense of connection to God's loving presence,
which feels so real and is expressed so beautifully in the words. V’ahavta et Adonai
ֹ
Elohekha b’khol levavkha uv’khol nafshekha uv’khol m’odekha, יך ְבּ ָכל
ַ ְו
ָ אָה ְב ָתּ ֵאת ה' ֱאל ֶה
שׁ ָך וּ ְב ָכל ְמאֶֹד ָך
 ’hayu
ְ ַפ
ְ  ְל ָב ְב ָך וּ ְב ָכל נ. I feel all of this in my body, my spirit and my strength. V
had’varim ha’eileh asher anokhi m’tzavkha hayom al levavekha. V’shinantam l’vanekh
v’dibara bam, b’shiv’tekha b’veitekha u’velekht’kha vaderekh,

:וְ ָהיוּ ַה ְדּ ָברִים ָה ֵא ֶלּה ֲא ֶשׁר אָנֹכִי ְמ ַצוְּ ָך ַהיּוֹם ַעל ְל ָב ֶב ָך
קוּמ ָך
ִ יך וְ ִד ַבּ ְר ָתּ ָבּם ְבּ
ִ ְו
ֶ ַדּ ֶר ְך וּ ְב ָשׁ ְכ ְבּ ָך וּ ְב
ֶ ית ָך וּ ְב ֶל ְכ ְתּ ָך ב
ֶ שׁ ְב ְתּ ָך ְבּ ֵב
ָ שַׁנְּנ ָתּם ְל ָבֶנ

I can feel it moving upward and downward sitting and moving up in my body.

…u’veshokhb’kha uv’kumekha, קוּמך
 k’shartam l’ot al yadekha v’hayu l’totafot
ֶ וּ ְב ָשׁ ְכ ְבּ ָך וּ ְב. U
bein eynekha

יך
ַ וּק
ֶ שׁ ְר ָתּם ְלאוֹת ַעל י
ָ ָד ָך וְ ָהיוּ ְלטָֹטפֹת ֵבּין ֵעיֶנ
ְ
touching both my arms and my forehead. Ukh’tavtam, תּם
ָ וּ ְכ ַת ְב, I'm using my hand to, as
if I'm writing out the words --  al mezuzot beitekha uvish’arekha, יך
ְ ית ָך וּב
ֶ  ַעל ְמ ֻזזוֹת ֵבּ.
ָ ִשׁ ָע ֶר

The second paragraph comes to remind us that that sense of connection will not last. It
is a promise that the sense of connection will be broken.
V’haya im shamo’a tishm’u el mitzvotai asher anokhi m’tzaveh etkhem hoyom l’ahavah et
Adonai eloheikhem ul’ovdo b’khol levavkhem uv’khol nafshekhem, מעוּ
ְשׁ
ְ וְ ָהיָה ִאם ָשׁמַֹע ִתּ

שׁ ֶכם
ַ אל ִמ ְצ.
ְ ַפ
ְ אַה ָבה ֶאת ה' ֱאלֵֹהי ֶכם וּ ְל ָע ְבדוֹ ְבּ ָכל ְל ַב ְב ֶכם וּ ְב ָכל נ
ֲ וֹתי ֲא ֶשׁר אָנֹכִי ְמ ַצוֶּה ֶא ְת ֶכם ַהיּוֹם ְל
ֶ

There will be times of connection and feeling God's presence in nature and in our lives.
God's fullness given to us, V’nanati m’tar artzekhem b’ito, yoreh umalkosh, v’asaphhta
d’gankha v’tirosh’kha v’yitzharekha; v’natati esev b’sadkha liv’hemtekha v’akhalta v’savata.

:ירשׁ ָך וְיְִצ ָה ֶר ָך
ַ ְוּמ ְלקוֹשׁ ו
ַ יוֹרה
ְ אָס ְפ ָתּ ְדָגֶנ ָך וְ ִת
ֶ וְָנ ַת ִתּי ְמ ַטר אַ ְר ְצ ֶכם ְבּ ִעתּוֹ
:וְָנ ַת ִתּי ֵע ֶשׂב ְבּ ָשׂ ְד ָך ִל ְב ֶה ְמ ֶתּ ָך וְאָ ַכ ְל ָתּ וְ ָשׂ ָב ְע ָתּ
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But that connection, that promise, is also sometimes just not going to be there at all.
Hishamru lakhem pen yiphteh levavkhem, תּה ְל ַב ְב ֶכם
ֶ ִפ
ְ  ִה ָשּׁ ְמרוּ ָל ֶכם ֶפּן י. Our heart will look
in other directions, v’sartem v’avad’tem elohim acherim, הים ֲא ֵחרִים
ִֹוְ ַס ְר ֶתּם וַ ֲע ַב ְד ֶתּם ֱאל.
And we will worship false gods of all kinds.  v’hishtachavitem lahem, ִיתם ָל ֶהם
ֶ שׁ ַתּ ֲחו
ְ וְ ִה.
And this will cause a great separation. V’charah aph Adonai bakhem v’atzar et
hashamayim v’lo yihiyeh matar, v’ha’adamah lo titan et y’vulah, v’avad’tem meheirah
mei’al ha’aretz hatovah asher Adonai notein lakhem

ַא ַב ְד ֶתּם ְמ ֵה ָרה
ֲ ִהיֶה ָמ ָטר וְ ָה ֲא ָד ָמה לֹא ִת ֵתּן ֶאת יְבוּ ָלהּ ו
ְ וְ ָח ָרה אַף ה' ָבּ ֶכם וְָעצַר ֶאת ַה ָשּׁ ַמיִם וְלֹא י
:אָרץ ַהטָֹּבה ֲא ֶשׁר ה' נֵֹתן ָל ֶכם
ֶ ֵמ ַעל ָה
We will feel completely lost and separated from the grounding that God had given us.
V’samtem d’varai eileh , תּם ֶאת ְדּ ָברַי ֵא ֶלּה
ַ ְו, but if we put these words in our hearts, a l
ֶ שׂ ְמ
levavkhem, v’al naphsh’khem, שׁ ֶכם
ְ ַפ
ְ  ַעל ְל ַב ְב ֶכם וְ ַעל נ, in our hearts and in our guts;
uk’shartem l’ot al yedkhem  תם ְלאוֹת ַעל יֶ ְד ֶכם
ַ וּק
ָֹשׁ ְר ֶתּם א
ְ and bind them to our arms,
v’hayu l’totophot bein eineikhem טוֹטפֹת ֵבּין ֵעינֵיכ
ָ  וְ ָהיוּ ְלand place them again in front of
our eyes. V’limad’tem otam תם
ַ וְל, and once again, teach them to our children; et
ִָֹמּ ְד ֶתּם א
b’neikhem l’dabber bam b’shivt’kha b’veitekha, ית ָך
ִ ַבּר ָבּם ְבּ
ֵ  ֶאת ְבּנֵי ֶכם ְלד, as we're
ֶ שׁ ְב ְתּ ָך ְבּ ֵב
sitting at our house, u’velekht’kha baderekh ַדּ ֶר ְך
ֶ וּ ְב ֶל ְכ ְתּ ָך ב, and I feel myself getting out of
my chair, uvshokhb’kha שׁ ְכ ְבּ ָך
ָ וּ ְב, and we're resting; u v’kumekha ukh’tavtam al m’zuzot
beitekha uvish’arekha l’ma’an yirbu yemeikhem viyemai b’neikhem,

ִימי ְבנֵי ֶכם
ֵ ְמי ֶכם ו
ֵ  ְל ַמ ַען יִ ְרבּוּ י:יך
ְ ית ָך וּב
ֶ  וּ ְכ ַת ְב ָתּם ַעל ְמזוּזוֹת ֵבּ:קוּמ ָך
ֶ וּ ְב
ָ ִשׁ ָע ֶר
and then connection to the length of days on this land. And our grounding will be
restored to us, a
 l ha’adamah asher nishba Adonai l’avoteikhem, ִשׁבַּע ה
ְ ' ַעל ָה ֲא ָד ָמה ֲא ֶשׁר נ,
which God has promised to our ancestors; l’avoteikhem latet lahem ki’yemei
hashamayim al ha’aretz, אָרץ
ֵ ַאבֵֹתי ֶכם ָל ֵתת ָל ֶהם כּ
ֶ ִימי ַה ָשּׁ ַמיִם ַעל ָה
ֲ ל.
The third paragraph is the reminder that yes, God will give us the ability to remember so
that when we forget, we will have tools to bring us back to this place of God's love and
connection. Vayomer Adonai el Moshe leimor: Dabber el b’nei yisrael v’amarta aleihem
v’asu lehem tzitzit al kenfei vigdeihem l’dorotam, v’natu al tzitzit hakanaph p’til t’khelet,

יהם
ַ ְִשׂ ָר ֵאל ו
ֵ  דּ:משׁה לֵּאמֹר
ֶ ֵהם וְָעשׂוּ ָל ֶהם צִיצִת ַעל ַכְּנ ֵפי ִב ְג ֵד
ֶ אָמ ְר ָתּ ֲאל
ְ ַבּר ֶאל ְבּנֵי י
ֶ אמר ה' ֶאל
ֶ ֹוַיּ
,:ְלדֹרָֹתם וְָנ ְתנוּ ַעל צִיצִת ַה ָכָּנף ְפּ ִתיל ְתּ ֵכ ֶלת
that these fringes on our garments that connect us to the world. V’ahu lahem l’tzitzit
ur’item oto uz’khartm et kol mitzvot Adonai, תּם ֶאת ָכּל
ֶ יתם אֹתוֹ וּ ְז ַכ ְר
ֶ וְ ָהיָה ָל ֶכם ְלצִיצִת וּ ְר ִא
' ִמ ְצוֹת ה. And we will remember all of the commandments that God has given us. And we
ִ וֲַע, and we won't, at least for a
will do them. V’asitem otam, v’lo taturu, יתם אָֹתם וְלֹא ָתתוּרוּ
ֶשׂ
short while, we will no longer stray. V’lo taturu acharei l’vavkhem v’acharei eineikhem
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asher atem zonim achareihem; l’ma’an tizk’ru v’asitem et kol mitzvot Adonai, veheyitem
k’doshim l’eiloheikhem,

יתם ֶאת ָכּל
ִ  ְל ַמ ַען ִתּ ְז ְכּרוּ וַ ֲע:יהם
ֶשׂ
ֶ אַח ֵר
ֲ אַתּם זֹנִים
ֶ אַח ֵרי ֵעינֵי ֶכם ֲא ֶשׁר
ֲ ְאַח ֵרי ְל ַב ְב ֶכם ו
ֲ וְלֹא ָתתוּרוּ
דשׁים לֵאלֵֹהי ֶכם
ִ ִיתם ְק
ָ ִמ ְצ
ֶ ִהי
ְ וֹתי ו

And once again, we will be in holiness with God. Ani Adonai eloheikhem asher hotzeiti
etkhem mei’eretz mitzrayaim, מ ְצ ַריִם
ִ ֵאתי ֶא ְת ֶכם ֵמ ֶא ֶרץ
ִ  ֲאנִי ה' ֱאלֵֹהי ֶכם ֲא ֶשׁר הוֹצGod, who led
us from Egypt will lead us again out of Egypt, again and again, from all the Egypt's of our
lives; lehiyot lakhem l’eilohim, ani Adaoni eloheikhem, . הים ֲאנִי ה' ֱאלֵֹהי ֶכם
ִִֹהיוֹת ָל ֶכם לֵאל
ְל
JONATHAN:
That was Rabbi Dan Liben leading us in their personal prayer practice, which was so
inspiring and for which we are grateful.
We hope that you found this practice meaningful. You can use the recording as support.
If you choose to engage in the practice yourself and we encourage you to do so. First
use the practices offered in this episode, following the instructions given you may wish
to practice with the presenter several times to get a feel for the practice yourself over
time, you will likely find your own inspiration and take the practice in new directions,
which will be great for you and for the Jewish people together. We can shift the
paradigm around prayer from going to services to prayer, a spiritual practice. We are
grateful to Judith silver for giving us permission to use her song open at the start of our
show. You can find and more of her music at judithsilver.com. We are also grateful to
Ilana Aryan for giving us permission to use her song. Can you hear out sewn as our
closing, you can learn more about Alana's music at ilanaaryan.com for more
information about open my heart and the Institute for Jewish spirituality, please visit us
at jewishspirituality.org. Shalom. Until next time we pray, you remain healthy and to see
Speaker 3 (15:43):
[inaudible].
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