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Entering Mishkan T’filah 

SESSION 1  
THE ROLE OF THE PRAYER BOOK: WHY A NEW SIDDUR? WHY NOW? 

 
Please refer to pages 148 & 150 of the Mishkan T’filah 
 
Introduction 
In this session, participants will consider how our liturgy changes in response to 
the evolving needs of the (Reform) Jewish community, and how Mishkan T’filah 
reflects the contemporary North American Reform Jewish experience. This 
session is the first in a series of three, though each session has been designed 
to be taught independently. An outline of the contents of each session appears in 
the introduction to the three-session unit. 
 
Extensive background material supporting the introduction of the new prayer 
book to congregations can be found at www.urj.org/mishkan. Please review 
these and determine which you would like to download and use as background 
information or handouts for this session. Supplementary resources about liturgy, 
prayer, and Reform theology are also indicated in the Additional Resources 
section below.  
 
 The last page of this session-pack contains an Evaluation Form. Please copy it 
for all of your participants, ask them to complete the form before leaving the 
session, collect completed forms and send to the Union address as indicated. 
Your feedback is important! It will help us plan adult Jewish learning suited to 
your needs.  Thank You 
 
Enduring Understanding  
Mishkan T’filah, in its form and content, reflects the Reform Movement’s evolving 
relationship with prayer, Hebrew language, ritual practice, Israel, egalitarianism 
and Jewish theology. Mishkan T’filah provides multiple, meaningful entry points 
for individuals to experience public prayer within a unified Jewish worship 
community. 
 
Essential Questions  
1. What recently emergent cultural and religious factors have caused our 

community to want a new siddur? 
2. How do we liturgically express the dynamic tensions of the Reform Jew as an 

individual and as a part of a sacred community? 
3. How do multiple options for individual prayer experiences with Mishkan T’filah 

reflect the ongoing tension in contemporary Reform Judaism between keva 
(the fixed words of prayer) and kavanah (the personal intention and focus the 
individual brings to prayer)? 

4. How can Mishkan T’filah enable the individual to find his or her own place 
within our liturgy? 

5. How do we, as twenty-first century Reform Jews, identify and articulate our 
understanding of our relationship with the Divine? 

 
Questions to be Addressed 

http://www.urj.org/mishkan
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1. How have Judaism’s enduring sacred values and practices been expressed 
historically in our Reform siddurim? 

2. How have Reform siddurim responded to our changing culture? 
3. How have Reform Jews spoken to God through our evolving liturgy? 
 
Staff/Facilitator 
This class should be led by a rabbi, cantor, educator or knowledgeable lay leader 
of the congregation, if possible. 
 
Additional Resources 
1. Lawrence A. Hoffman. My People’s Prayer Book: Vol. I, The Sh’ma and Its 

Blessings. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights, 1997. 
2. Richard N. Levy. A Vision of Holiness: The Future of Reform Judaism. New 

York: URJ Press, 2005. 
3. Michael A. Meyer. Response to Modernity. Detroit: Wayne State University 

Press, 1988, 1995. 
 
Materials Needed 

 Pencils/Pens, colored markers 

 Paper 

 A copy of Mishkan T’filah for each congregant, if possible 

 Copies of Text Sheets—enough for all participants 

 Writing board or flip chart 

 Poster size enlargement of Essential Questions 
 
Session Overview 
Beginning the Session (5 minutes) 
Set Induction (15-20 minutes) 
Prayer Book Journeys: Back to the Future (30-40 minutes) 
Conclusion - Personal Reflection: As I “Enter” Mishkan T’filah…. (5-10 minutes) 
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SESSION PLAN 
 
Beginning the Session (5 minutes) 
Prior to the session, hang the Essential Questions poster in the room in which 
you will be teaching. 

1. Welcome participants and invite them to introduce themselves. 
2. Explain that the focus of this session will be upon understanding Mishkan 

T’filah, the new Reform Movement siddur, in its historical and communal 
context. 

3. Review the Essential Questions with the participants and explain that 
these will guide the study they will do as they “enter Mishkan T’filah” in this 
session and those that follow. 

4. If you plan to teach the other two sessions, you may wish to give an 
overview of the focus and the schedule for each of them. (You can find an 
overview of each session in the Introduction to the three-lesson unit.) 

  
Set Induction—We or Me? (15-20 minutes) 
The purpose of this set induction is to enable participants to consider their own 
prayer experiences as an entry point into understanding Reform liturgy and 
Mishkan T’filah, particularly with regard to the balance between the individual and 
the community. To do this, you will be guiding participants through four selections 
in the prayer book, with accompanying questions for reflection and discussion. 

1. Create the following diagram on the board or flip chart. Explain that the 
word “me” represents the individual and the word “we” represents the 
synagogue community. 

 
2. Explain to the group that a dynamic exists within Judaism with regard to 

the importance/value of personal prayer and communal prayer. (You may 
want to provide some of your own examples of this, such as praying in the 
plural during the Yom Kippur confessional, the Aleinu prayer in which each 
individual accepts God’s sovereignty upon the community, etc.) 

3. Tell the participants that Mishkan T’filah is the third completely new prayer 
book of the North American Reform Movement, with each prayer book 
seeking to balance the needs of the individual and the community in its 

God 

We 

Me 

 



 4 

own way. Explain that the group will now examine examples of this 
dynamic in Mishkan T’filah. 

4. Invite volunteers to read each of the following texts/reflections and after 
each is read, ask this question for discussion: Does this reading seem to 
reflect a greater emphasis on the individual or on the community (in 
relationship to God), or does it seem equally balanced in its approach? 
You can find these readings on the Text Sheets at the end of this lesson. 

 
Prayer Book Journeys: Back to the Future (30-40 minutes) 
In this activity, congregants will consider how North American Reform Movement 
prayer books reflect the needs of their times. 

1. Distribute to the group the chart titled “North American Reform Prayer 
Book History at a Glance.” Ask your congregants to take a minute to 
review the chart and to note anything that surprises them about it. 

2. Divide the group into smaller groups (chevrutot) of between two and four 
people each. Give each member of each chevruta copies of Prayer Book 
Journeys Text Sheets and a set of Guiding Questions. Explain that all 
three text sheets contain the same prayers, Ma’ariv Aravim (who brings on 
evening), and Ahavat Olam (everlasting love)1 from the Shabbat Evening 
Service as they appear in our Movement’s different prayer books: The 
Union Prayerbook (1940), Gates of Prayer (1975) and Mishkan T’filah 
(2005). 

3. Ask the groups to do the following: 

 Invite a volunteer to read the first prayer, Ma’ariv Aravim, out loud 
to the group. 

 Discuss their answers to the questions provided on the “Guiding 
Questions for Prayer Book Journeys Activity.” (You may want to 
suggest that each group appoint someone to record the key points 
of the conversation.) 

 Repeat the process with the second prayer, Ahavat Olam. 
4.  Ask the groups to reassemble into the whole group and invite the groups 

to report on their conversations about the similarities and the differences 
between the prayers. 

 
Conclusion - Personal Reflection: As I “Enter” Mishkan T’filah… (5-10 
minutes) 

1. Distribute the “Personal Reflection: “As I “Enter” Mishkan T’filah…” sheet 
and read the text or invite a volunteer to do so. 

2. Ask the participants to complete the activity. 
3. Wrap up by thanking your congregants for their participation. If you will be 

teaching additional sessions, remind the group about future dates and 
times. 

 

                                                 
1
 These prayers were chosen from the Shabbat Evening Service because this is the service with which most 

Reform Jews are familiar. 
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Essential Questions 
 
 

1. What recently emergent cultural and religious factors have 
caused our community to want a new siddur? 

 
2. How do we liturgically express the dynamic tensions of the 

Reform Jew as an individual and as a part of a sacred 
community? 

 
3. How do multiple options for individual prayer experiences 

with Mishkan T’filah reflect the ongoing tension in 
contemporary Reform Judaism between keva (the fixed 
words of prayer) and kavanah (the personal intention and 
focus the individual brings to prayer)? 

 
4. How can Mishkan T’filah enable the individual to find his 

or her own place within our liturgy? 
 
5. How do we, as twenty-first century Reform Jews, identify 

and articulate our understanding of our relationship with 
the Divine? 
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Entering Mishkan T’filah (Session 1) 

TEXT SHEET  
 

1.  Standing on the parted shores of history 
we still believe what we were taught 
before we stood at Sinai’s foot; 
 
that wherever we go, it is Eternally Egypt 
that there is a better place, a promised land; 
that the winding way to that promise passes through the wilderness 
 
that there is no way to get from here to there 
except by joining hands, marching 
together. 

(Michael Walzer, adapted) 
 

2.  I begin with a prayer of gratitude 
for all that is holy in my life. 
God needs no words, no English or Hebrew, 
no semantics and no services. 
But I need them. 
Through prayer, I can sense my inner strength, 
my inner purpose, 
my inner joy, my capacity to love. 
As I reach upward in prayer, 
I sense these qualities in my Creator. 
To love God is to love each other, 
to work to make our lives better. 
To love God is to love dreams of peace and joy 
that illumine all of us, 
and to bring that vision to life. 

(Ruth Brin) 
  

3.  May the One whose spirit is with us 
in every righteous deed, 
be with all 
who spend themselves for the good of humanity 
and bear the burdens of others, 
who give bread to the hungry, 
clothe the naked, 
and take the friendless into their homes. 
May the work of their hands endure, 
and may the good seed they sow 
bring forth an abundant harvest. 
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4.  You are the Open Door 

that beckons me in; 
peeking around the door frame, 
I begin to enter into Your glory. 
 
You move me forward, O Eternal, 
to step beyond self-made boundaries: 
lift my foot over the threshold 
that I might abide with You. 
 
In the house of the Eternal, 
I found my questions: 
waiting to be posed, 
they filled me with wonder. 
 
Sit with me, Eternal Teacher, 
encourage my seeking: 
as I fill my hours with Your mitzvot, 
so shall I be filled.  
 
Send me through Your door 
stretching up to honor Your Name, 
sharing out this wonder, 
enriching myself in the giving. 

(Debbie Perlman) 
 
 



 8 

Entering Mishkan T’filah (Session 1)                        

AMERICAN REFORM PRAYER BOOK HISTORY AT A GLANCE
2 

 
 

Year Prayer Book Significant Focus 

1895 Union Prayer 
Book 

Universalist orientation, rejected 
concept of Jewish peoplehood, 
personal Messiah, resurrection, return 
to the land of Israel; eliminated the 
Musaf (additional) service 

1940 “            “   (newly 
revised) 

The term “rabbi” replaced “minister”, 
aspects of peoplehood reintroduced 

1940 “            “         “ Support for the rebuilding of Palestine 
as a haven, refuge for Jews in need; 
more Hebrew in services 

1975 Gates of Prayer3 Choice of themed services for Friday 
night, selection of new readings and 
prayers, more popular vernacular 
English, Holocaust commemoration 
and Israeli Independence Day 
component, extensive selection of 
songs, optional Hebrew opening 
format. 

2006 Mishkan T’filah Balance between keva (fixed) and 
kavanah (fluid and creative) aspects 
of prayer), more faithful English 
translation of Hebrew, each prayer 
represented in the traditional with 
corresponding interpretive readings in 
English; thorough neutering of gender 
language pertaining to God in both 
Hebrew and English; virtually every 
Hebrew text presented with a 
transliteration facing it. 

 

                                                 
2
 Based upon “The Prayer Books, They Are A ‘Changin’” by Elliot L. Stevens in the Summer 2006 issue of 

Reform Judaism. 
3
 The gender-sensitive version of Gates of Prayer, published in 1994, has not been listed separately. 
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Entering Mishkan T’filah (Session 1)                        
PRAYER BOOK JOURNEYS ACTIVITY TEXT SHEET 

 
Union Prayer Book, CCAR, 1940 and 1967, pages 12–13 
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 Gates of Prayer, 1975, CCAR, pages 129–130 
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 Mishkan T’filah, 2006, CCAR, pages 148 and 150 
 

Click on Web site’s Session One PDF link to download Mishkan T’filah pages. 
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Guiding Questions for Prayer Book Journeys Activity 
  

1. What is similar between the three versions of the prayer?  What 
is different about them? 

 
2. What names of God (proper nouns and pronouns) are used in 

these three translations? 
 

3. What clues does the language of the prayers give us about the 
enduring Jewish values within the Reform community? 

 
4. How do the changes in the language used in our prayers reflect 

the changes in our social and religious environment over time? 
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Entering Mishkan T’filah (Session 1)                        

PERSONAL REFLECTION - AS I “ENTER” MISHKAN T’FILAH… 
 
 

The title Miskhan T’filah is drawn from Exodus 25:8 where God commands us to 
build a portable sanctuary that can accompany us on our wanderings. “And let 
them build Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them.”  Mishkan T’filah is a 
dwelling place for prayer, one that moves with us wherever we might be 
physically or spiritually. It offers the opportunity for God, the individual and the 
community to meet.4 

 
 
1. Create a visual representation of this text. Where do you appear in it? 
 
 
 
 
2.  Complete the following sentences with your own words: 
 
 My personal Mishkan T’filah would be constructed out of 
 
 
________________________________________________________________.  
 
 
 My personal Mishkan T’filah contains 
 
 
________________________________________________________________. 
 
 
 I sense that my community is present in my Mishkan T’filah when 
 
 
________________________________________________________________. 
 
 
 I sense that Adonai is present in my Mishkan T’filah when 
 
 

__________________________________________________________. 

                                                 
4
 Elyse D. Frishman and Peter S. Knobel, Introduction to Mishkan T’filah: A Reform Siddur, New York: 

CCAR Press, 2006. 


