
Judaism: Core Practices - Jewish Prayer

Key Words

Core Practices: Demonstrating beliefs about God

Many Jews demonstrate their beliefs about God in everything that they do so that each action becomes an act of worship. 
Jews believe that they can have an individual and personal relationship with God and so the clothes they wear, the actions 
they take, and the ways in which they worship God, both at home and in the synagogue, all reflect their reverence and 
respect for the one God. 

Respecting God: As we have already said, Jews regard the name of God as so holy that they will not write it out in 
full. Instead, they substitute the name of God with G-d or Yahweh with YHWH. In addition, they also believe that no 
book containing the name of God should be destroyed but should be stored in a genizah, a storage area usually in a 
synagogue, until it can be given a proper cemetery burial. As the second commandment prohibits idolatry, there are no 
images of God or people in the synagogue, just in case they are used for worship. 

Reciting the Shema: As we have learned previously, the Shema is regarded as the most important prayer of Judaism, 
primarily because it reminds Jews that there is only one God, but also because it emphasises the importance of loving 
God and following the commandments (mitzvot) as a way of respecting the covenant. Jews recite the prayer before bed 
and after waking up in order to fulfil the command to recite it ‘when you lie down and when you get up’. It is also a way 
of thanking God for waking them up from sleep and to ask God for good sleep. The Shema can be recited individually at 
home, or at the synagogue with others. The first recitation should take place as early as possible in the day, preferably 
before sunrise, while the evening recitation should happen on the appearance of three stars in the sky and before 
midnight. Although women are not obliged to recite the Shema, many choose to say it with their children as they put them 
to bed.

Items worn in worship: Many Jews will wear a kippah to cover their heads during prayer, although some choose to 
wear one at all times. The kippah is a cap which is worn by Jewish men and boys as a sign of respect to God and is often 
regarded as a symbol of Jewish identity. It also reminds Jews that God is with them and protecting them at all times. 
Male Jews also wear the tallith during morning prayers. This is a fringed prayer shawl which is worn over the shoulders 
to remind Jews that God has given them laws to obey. The fringes, known as tzizit, represent the 613 commandments 
God gave to the Jews. Although only men have traditionally worn the tallith there are a growing number of women who 
also choose to do so, particularly Reform Jews. In addition, there are some very strict Jews who will choose to wear a little 
tallith (tallith Katan) under their clothing to provide them with a constant reminder of their duty.

Key Concepts

• How do Jews show respect and reverence for God?

• Why do Jews wear certain items during prayer?

• Why is the Shema such an important prayer for Jews?

Key Sources of Authority
• The Tenakh - The Torah (the Law), the Nevi’im (the 

Prophets) and the Ketuvim (the Writings).

• The Talmud – this is the written version of the Oral 
Torah which provides a commentary to explain the 
meaning behind the scriptures and how to apply the 
laws.
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Relevant past paper questions

What do Jews mean by kippah? (2) 2019


