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Introduction
I started leading Walking Tefilah during COVID. Our 6th and 7th grade students met for Shabbat classes on Saturday mornings, and Zoom at 9:30 a.m. was, frankly, not very engaging. Students needed opportunities to connect with one another, with the outdoors, and with tefilah in meaningful ways.
What began as a pandemic adaptation quickly became a successful program. We continue to incorporate Walking Tefilah into our curriculum, typically offering at least one experience per grade in both the fall and spring each year.
The structure was loosely inspired by a session I attended at NewCAJE 2019 in Portland, led by Josh Lake, who is currently affiliated with Tivnu. (View Josh Lake's profile)
Why Walking Tefilah?
Walking Tefilah combines prayer, movement, observation, discussion, and nature. Students often engage more deeply with prayers when they can experience ideas physically rather than sitting in a sanctuary or classroom.
Goals include:
· Deepening connections to tefilah
· Encouraging mindfulness and observation
· Building community among students
· Connecting Jewish prayer to the natural world
· Making prayer more accessible and meaningful
Choosing a Space
We are fortunate to be located in North Carolina, where outdoor programming is practical for most of the year. Our campus includes:
· A field
· Wooded and undeveloped areas
· A large Biblical Garden
· Access to the Raleigh Greenway system
· A horse farm across the street
However, this model can work almost anywhere with some advance planning.
Before each walk, I scout the route and identify locations that can serve as "prayer stations." For this session, I walked the trail on Shabbat and selected stops. I ended up reversing the route after my initial walk because it aligned better with our goals.
When selecting locations, look for places that:
· Invite observation
· Allow safe group stopping points
· Connect naturally to prayer themes
Supplies and Staffing
Materials
· Chumash
· Laminated prayer sheets
· Water
· First aid kit
Safety Equipment
· Cell phone
· Walkie-talkie or other communication device
· Appropriate staffing for supervision
Parents are reminded the week before so students arrive wearing appropriate clothing and footwear rather than typical Shabbat attire.
Basic Structure
Our Walking Tefilah experience takes place during a two-hour block.
	Time
	Activity

	10 minutes
	Expectations, bathroom break, preparation

	1 hour 45 minutes
	Walking Tefilah

	5 minutes
	Closing song and dismissal


Core Prayers
I try to include the following elements in most walks:
· Birkhot HaShahar
· Psalm 150
· Barkhu
· Sh'ma
· Mi Khamokha
· Torah component
· Ein Keloheinu
· Aleinu
Additional prayers are added based on what students are studying in Hebrew classes. Depending on the group, we may also include:
· Barukh She'Amar
· Ashrei
· Hallel
· Other prayers students are preparing 
Planning Stations
For each stop along the route, we connect a prayer to an observation, discussion prompt, or activity. Sometimes the discussion prompt is designed for the walking period between stops. We then chant the prayer after completing the activity.
Birkhot HaShahar
Focus: Gratitude for the gifts of daily life.
Activity:
Find a plant, tree, or natural feature that represents one of the morning blessings.
Examples:
· Giving sight to the blind
· Straightening those who are bent
· Crowning Israel with glory
Barukh She'Amar
Focus: Creation and compassion.
Activity:
Pair-and-share conversation while walking.
Discussion Questions
· What does it mean that God has compassion for the earth?
· What does it mean that God has compassion for all creatures?
· God gives life to the world. How do we continue that work?
Ashrei
At Beth Meyer, the opening lines of Ashrei are displayed outside our chapel, making it a natural stopping point.
Alternative Activity:
Name things for which you are grateful in alphabetical order.
Psalm 150
Focus: Praise.
Discussion Prompt
Psalm 150 describes praising God with instruments.
· Nature doesn't use trumpets or drums.
· How might nature praise God?
Barkhu
Focus: Awareness of the world around us.
Activity
Use observational skills and basic science.
Questions might include:
· How can we determine which direction is east?
· What clues can nature give us?
· What details do we notice when we slow down and pay attention?
Yotzer Or
Focus: Light and darkness.
Discussion Questions
· How would this walk feel different at night?
· Why do we thank God for both light and darkness?
· Which animals might prefer one over the other?
Sh'ma and VeAhavta
By this point in the walk, students are usually comfortable and energetic.
Listening Activity
Spend 30 seconds listening silently.
Then share:
· What did you hear?
· What would you have missed if you weren't paying close attention?
We often use our "wolf ears," cupping our hands around our ears to amplify and focus sound.
VeAhavta Discussion
Topics include:
· What does it mean to love God with all your heart?
· What does it mean to love God with all your soul?
· What does it mean to love God with all your might?
Mi Khamokha
We traditionally stop near a creek on our route.
Activity
Students imagine standing at the Sea of Reeds with the Israelites.
During this year's walk at Regis, we used a stone wall that visually resembled the layout of Shirat HaYam in a Torah scroll.
Amidah
Although we recite two Amidot in the sanctuary as a Conservative congregation, we generally include one Amidah during our walk.
Depending on the focus of the day, I place it in either Shaharit or Musaf order.
Possible Discussion Topics
· Prayer choreography: What movements do we make?
· Does nature have its own choreography?
· Avot v'Imahot: What connects us to the past and future?
· Modim Anachnu Lakh: What are we grateful for today?
Torah
The Torah component varies each week.
Simple Option
Ask one discussion question related to the weekly parashah and let students discuss it in pairs while walking.
Extended Option
Create an entire walk around a parashah.
Examples:
· Vayetzei
· Vayishlach
Because both portions focus on Jacob's journeys, they naturally lend themselves to a route-based learning experience.
During our Regis walk, we stopped beneath a large tree and sang Etz Hayim Hi.
Returning and Closing
As we head back, the group's energy often shifts. I like to use the final prayers as "hiking songs" that keep everyone moving while maintaining the spirit of the experience.
Common Closing Prayers
· Ein Keloheinu
· Aleinu (everyone stops and bows)
Final Song
Once we return to Beth Meyer, we usually conclude with:
· Adon Olam
· Hinei Mah Tov
Both provide a meaningful and communal ending to the journey.
Final Thoughts
Walking Tefilah reminds students that prayer is not confined to a sanctuary. The natural world becomes a living classroom where students can observe, wonder, question, discuss, and pray.


