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COURSE INTRODUCTION
The Siddur  (prayerbook in Hebrew) is one of the most used and least 
understood of Jewish texts.

During these ten sessions, we will invite you to look anew at the 
prayerbook, to investigate the Shabbat and weekday prayers, and 
work out what they—words written centuries ago —might mean for us 
today. In order to do this, we’ll use Rabbi Kaunfer’s signature method of 
intertextuality: Exploring the connections between the Siddur and the 
Tanakh  (Bible) as a pathway to looking at the prayers in new lights.

The first step in analyzing any prayer is to treat it like a text to be studied 
and examined—like a passage of Bible or Talmud—and not a credo to be 
recited. Every time you read a prayer, make sure that you are approaching 
it in this light. When you finish reading it with your havruta, spend some 
time together asking as many questions as possible about what you just 
read.

Three groups of questions are especially important to read on all prayers 
we read in this course:

1. Anomalies: What is strange? unexpected? Where is the language 
choppy or unclear? What ambiguities do you find? 

2. Theme: If you had to identify an underlying or unifying theme,  
what might it be?

3. Connection: Which of these lines do you relate to?  
Which do you not connect to?

 the Siddur
“Siddur” is related to the 
word “Seder”, both of 
which have the meaning 
of “something which is in 
order”. In this case, the 
Siddur contains the order 
of the prayers.

 centuries ago
The vast bulk of the text 
of our prayerbooks is 
from Late Antiquity (4th-8th 
centuries CE) or the Middle 
Ages. Some core aspects 
predate both (e.g. the 
recitation of the Shema 
is known from earlier 
than the 3rd century); 
some are obviously 
more modern, like the 
prayer for the State of 
Israel. The text also varies 
greatly depending on the 
regions through which it 
passed—some texts (like 
the one we are looking at 
in this session) are more 
or less unchanged from 
the Late Antique Land of 
Israel, others have very 
different forms in Sefardi 
or Ashkenazi prayerbooks, 
for example. We will be 
quoting the texts in this 
course from the standard 
Ashkenazi tradition in the 
USA, mostly from Poland, 
but that is not to discount 
the importance of the vast 
variance of Jewish liturgy.

 Tanakh
 TaNaKh is an acronym 
that refers to the collection 
of books that includes 
the Torah (the Five 
Books of Moses), Nevi’im 
(Prophets), and Ketuvim 
(Writings).



THE FIRST BLESSING OF THE AMIDAH
We will first look at the opening blessing of the Amidah, or “standing prayer.” The 
amidah is a series of blessings said three times a day, normally understood as 
praising God and making requests. There are three opening blessings and three 
closing blessings; the middle is flexible depending on the day, e.g. different on 
weekdays to Shabbat. Those opening and closing blessings appear essentially 
unchanged in all Jewish prayer services. The blessing below, the first of these 
opening blessings, was identified by our Rabbis (in the Babylonian Talmud, 
Berakhot 34b ) as the most critical blessing: if one loses focus for this blessing, 
one has to start the Amidah again.

The lines below are numbered in Hebrew and English to help you focus on specific 
parts as you discuss with your hevruta.

First paragraph of the Amidah

1.  Blessed are You, YHVH, Our God 
and God of our ancestors

2. The God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob

3. The great, mighty, and awesome God

4. God Most High

5. Who performs acts of loving-
kindness

6. And Creator of All

אבות

ינּו ֵואֹלֵהי  1. ָּברּוְך ַאָּתה ְיָי ֱאֹלֵהֽ
ינּו, ֲאבֹוֵתֽ

ָהם, ֱאֹלֵהי ִיְצָחק, ֵואֹלֵהי  2. ֱאֹלֵהי ַאְבָרְ
ַיֲעֹקב

3. ָהֵאל ַהָּגדֹול ַהִּגּבֹור ְוַהּנֹוָרא,

4. ֵאל ֶעְליֹון,

5. ּגֹוֵמל ֲחָסִדים טֹוִבים,
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 the first
Sometimes this 
paragraph is 
called “Avot” = 
“Ancestors”. You’ll 
see why when you 
read the text!

SOURCE #1 

http://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot.34b.16
http://www.sefaria.org/Siddur_Ashkenaz%2C_Weekday%2C_Shacharit%2C_Amidah%2C_Patriarchs.3
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7. And remembers the loving-kindness 
of our ancestors 

8. And brings a redeemer to their 
children’s children for His name’s sake, 
with love.

9. Helping, saving, and shielding king!

10. Blessed are You, God, shield of 
Abraham.

6. ְוקֹוֵנה ַהֹּכל,

7. ְוזֹוֵכר ַחְסֵדי ָאבֹות,

ַען  ם ְלַמֽ 8. ּוֵמִביא ּגֹוֵאל ִלְבֵני ְבֵניֵהֶ
ְׁשמֹו ְּבַאֲהָבה:

יַע ּוָמֵגן: ֶלְך עֹוֵזר ּומֹוִׁשֽ 9. ֶמֽ

10. ָּברּוְך ַאָּתה ְיָי, ָמֵגן ַאְבָרָהם:

 them
Reuven Kimelman, 
“The Shema’ Liturgy” 
Kenishta, 1 (2001) 
p. 28

Read each line closely and ask as many questions as you can on each, starting with 
the three key areas introduced above:

Anomalies | Theme | Connection

(There’s no need to necessarily answer the questions at this stage!)

THE BURNING BUSH
After reading this blessing closely and generating all our questions, we are now 
ready to look at the biblical texts the prayer calls upon. We will spend this and the 
next two sessions examining these “intertexts.” 

This method, known as the literary approach, is best summed up by prayerbook 
scholar Reuven Kimelman:

“[T]he meaning of the liturgy exists not so much in the liturgical text per se as in 
the interaction between the liturgical text and the biblical intertext. Meaning, in 
the mind of the reader, takes place between texts rather than within them.”

To simplify: every line of the Siddur is quoting or referring to the Bible. What 
happens if you were to notice the biblical source, and analyze it for meaning? That’s 
what we’re attempting to do in this course

The second line of the blessing is a direct quote from the story of Moses at the 
burning bush, when he encounters God for the first time.
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Questions from Rabbi Ellie Kaunfer
1. God speaks these words to Moses in their first ever encounter! Moses is 

unfamiliar with God. He fled Egypt after killing an Egyptian slave master and 
has been living and growing a family in exile, far away from the suffering of his 
people. What effect do you think these words were supposed to have on Moses? 
Why would God call back to Moses’ ancestors in this moment?

2. What effect do these words seem to actually have on him?

3. The second time the phrase appears it is God explaining to Moses what he should 
say to the Israelites when they ask him who sent him. What effect are these words 
designed to have in that encounter?

4. While in the text, God says these words to a human, in the Amidah, we say these 
words to God. What do you think about this? What does it mean to “flip the script” 
in this way?

שמות ג:ה-ו, יא, טו

5ַוֹּיאֶמר ַאל ִּתְקַרב ֲהֹלם ַׁשל ְנָעֶליָך 

ֵמַעל ַרְגֶליָך ִּכי ַהָּמקֹום ֲאֶׁשר ַאָּתה 
עֹוֵמד ָעָליו ַאְדַמת ֹקֶדׁש הּוא: 

6ַוֹּיאֶמר ָאֹנִכי ֱאלֵֹהי ָאִביָך ֱאלֵֹהי 

ַאְבָרָהם ֱאלֵֹהי ִיְצָחק ֵואלֵֹהי ַיֲעקֹב 
ַוַּיְסֵּתר ֹמֶׁשה ָּפָניו ִּכי ָיֵרא ֵמַהִּביט 

ֶאל ָהֱאֹלִהים:...

11ַוֹּיאֶמר ֹמֶׁשה ֶאל ָהֱאֹלִהים ִמי ָאֹנִכי 

ִּכי ֵאֵלְך ֶאל ַּפְרֹעה ְוִכי אֹוִציא ֶאת 
ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ִמִּמְצָרִים:...

15ַוֹּיאֶמר עֹוד ֱאלִֹהים ֶאל ֹמֶׁשה ֹּכה 

ֹתאַמר ֶאל ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ה’ ֱאלֵֹהי 
ֲאבֵֹתיֶכם ֱאלֵֹהי ַאְבָרָהם ֱאלֵֹהי 

ִיְצָחק ֵואלֵֹהי ַיֲעקֹב ְׁשָלַחִני ֲאֵליֶכם 
ִמי ְלֹעָלם ְוֶזה ִזְכִרי ְלֹדר ֹּדר ֶזה ּׁשְ

Exodus 3:5-6, 11, 15

5[God] said, “Do not come closer. 
Remove your shoes from your feet, 
for the place on which you stand 
is holy ground.” 6[God] said: “I am 
the God of your father, the God of 
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob.” Moses hid his face, 
for he was afraid to look at God…

11But Moses said to God: “Who am I 
that I should go to Pharaoh and free 
the Israelites from Egypt?”…

15God said further to Moses: Thus 
shall you say to the children of Israel: 
YHVH  the God of your ancestors, 
the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, the God of Jacob sent me 
to You. This is My name forever, 
and this is my appellation for all 
generations…

 Exodus 3:5-6, 11, 15
Exodus is the second 
book of the Torah (in 
Hebrew, “Shemot” = 
“Names”), describing 
the Israelite’s leaving 
Egypt (among other 
things!).

 YHVH
The Tetragrammaton, 
the four-letter 
name of God. It is 
pronounced “Adonai” 
(= “My master”) and 
is therefore usually 
translated as “Lord”. 
In actuality, it is God’s 
personal name that 
God reveals to Moses 
in this encounter—as 
opposed to “Lord” 
which is a title. 
Consequently, in this 
course we have left 
the Tetragrammaton 
untranslated and 
instead transliterated 
in English as YHVH, to 
maintain the flavor of 
the Hebrew personal 
name.

SOURCE #2 

http://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.3.5
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שמות רבה ג:א

...אמר ר' יהושע הכהן בר' נחמיא: 
בשעה שנגלה הקדוש ברוך הוא 
למשה טירון היה משה לנבואה. 

אמר הקדוש ברוך הוא: אם נגלה 
אני עליו בקול גדול - אני מבעתו; 

בקול קטון - בוסר על הנבואה. 
אמר הקדוש ברוך הוא: מה 

אעשה? 

נגלה עליו בקול של אביו עמרם. 

אמר משה: מה אבא מבקש? 

אמר לו הקדוש ברוך הוא: איני 
אביך אלא אלהי אביך, בפתוי 

באתי אליך שלא תתירא, ֱאֹלֵהי 
ָאִביָך ֱאֹלֵהי ַאְבָרָהם ֱאֹלֵהי ִיְצָחק 

ֵואֹלֵהי ַיֲעֹקב )שמות ג:ו(.

Shemot Rabbah 3:1

…Rabbi Yehoshua Ha-Kohen son of 
Rabbi Nehemiah: At the time God 
revealed himself to Moses, Moses 
was a beginner soldier in prophecy. 
God said: “If I reveal Myself with a 
great voice, I will kick him away; [if 
I reveal Myself ] in a small voice, he 
will not respect prophecy. What shall 
I do?” 

[God] revealed Himself  in the voice 
of [Moses’] father Amram.

Moses said: “What does my father 
want?”

God said to him: “I am not your 
father but rather the God of your 
father—I came to you in seduction 
so as not to frighten you—the God of 
Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God 
of Jacob” (Exodus 3:6).

 Shemot Rabbah 3:1
People today talk 
about the collection 
of midrash called 
“Midrash Rabbah”, 
the “Great Midrash”, 
that covers every 
book in the Torah and 
some others in the 
Writings. In reality, 
the texts that make up 
Midrash Rabbah are 
from a wide variety of 
time periods—some 
are very early (like 
Bereishit Rabbah 
on Genesis, 4th-5th 
centuries CE), some 
are very late (like 
Shemot Rabbah on 
Exodus, certainly 
Medieval).

 Himself
The framework of our 
Siddur and traditional 
Jewish texts is such 
that they treat God 
as masculine. In 
general, we will not 
do so in this course—
to do so would 
be a fundamental 
limiting of who God 
is. However, when 
translating traditional 
texts, the flavor of 
the original will 
come to the fore and 
masculine language 
will show up now and 
again.

5. In what ways does this source text change your understanding of the blessing in 
the Amidah? 

THE VOICE OF AMRAM
Now that we have seen the biblical context that the prayer is quoting, it is useful to 
see the ways in which our rabbis understood these verses. The rabbis read the Bible 
with their own lens, often encoded in various collections of interpretations (called 
midrashim in Hebrew). The selection below is from a book of midrash on Exodus, 
compiled in the Middle Ages, on the verses we just learned.

SOURCE #3 

http://www.sefaria.org/Shemot_Rabbah.3.1
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Questions from Rabbi Ellie Kaunfer
1. One question the midrash seems to be answering is: How did Moses recognize God’s voice that he had 

never heard before in his life? Their answer: He recognized his father’s voice, and only then realized it was 
really God. How does this change your reading of the passage?

2. (How) does knowing this help understand God’s choice of words? Does it affect your understanding of 
Moses’ reaction?

3. Knowing that the encounter with God that we commemorate in this blessing was mediated by the human 
participant’s father’s voice, how might this change the way you think about this blessing? Or prayer in 
general?

Don’t worry if we haven’t answered all of your questions, we’ll return to this blessing in the next session.


