Philosophy of Jewish Prayer - Part 1

What the Origins of Prayer Reveal About the Nature of Jewish Prayer

R. Yonatan Cohen, Congregation Beth Israel

1. Genesis Rabbah, Vayetze 68

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: The three prayers were instituted by the
forefathers. Abraham established the morning prayer as it is stated, “And
Abraham went in the morning to the place where he had stood (ammad)
[before] God.” (Genesis 19:26). “Amidah” is a term specifically used for prayer
as it is stated, “And Pinchas stood (veyamod) and prayed.” (Psalms 106:30)
Isaac established the afternoon prayer as it says, “And Isaac went to meditate
(lasuach) in the field just before evening” (Genesis 24:63). “Sichah” is an
expression specifically used for prayer as it is stated, “I will pour my thoughts
(sichi) before Him.” (Psalms 142). Jacob instituted the evening prayer, as it is
stated, “And he encountered (vayifga) the place and he slept there for the
sun had set” (Genesis 28:11). The word encounter means nothing other than
prayer, as it is stated when God spoke to Jeremiah, “And you, do not pray on
behalf of this nation and do not raise on their behalf song and prayer, and do
not encounter [tifga] Me for | do not hear you” (Jeremiah 7:16).

Said R. Shmuel the son of Nachmani said: [The three prayers correspond to]
the three times that the day changes. In the evening a person should say:
May it be Your will, the Lord my God, that you take me from darkness into
light. In the morning a person should say: | give thanks before You Lord, my
God, for taking me out of darkness into light. In the afternoon a person
should say: May it be Your Will, the Lord my God, that just as You merited me
to see the sun rising, so too You will merit me to see it set.

An alternate interpretation was offered. [The prayers] are based on the daily
offerings. The morning service corresponds to the daily morning sacrifice; the
afternoon service corresponds to the daily afternoon sacrifice; whereas the
evening service is not fixed. R. Tanhumah said: Even the evening service is
fixed for it corresponds to the limbs and fats of the offerings that remained
on the altar and were offered continuously throughout the entire night.
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2. Rambam, Mishneh Torah (Code of Jewish Law), Laws of Prayer, Ch. 1

Halacha 1

It is a positive Torah commandment to pray every day, as [Exodus 23:25]
states: "You shall serve God, your Lord." Tradition teaches us that this service
is prayer, as [Deuteronomy 11:13] states: "And serve Him with all your heart"
and our Sages said: Which is the service of the heart? This is prayer.

The number of prayers is not prescribed in the Torah, nor does it prescribe a
specific formula for prayer. Also, according to Torah law, there are no fixed
times for prayers.

Halacha 2

Therefore, women and slaves are obligated to pray, since it is not a time-
oriented commandment.

Rather, this commandment obligates each person to offer supplication and
prayer every day and utter praises of the Holy One, blessed be He; then
petition for all his needs with requests and supplications; and finally, give

praise and thanks to God for the goodness that He has bestowed upon him;

279 DY NRWI 1YON MYYn B"am .2
R

R 199N

IRV DY Y31 H5annh nwy nixn

175 IYINWYN 2N ,03°NYR ‘N NR DNTAM
991 372Y%) PRIV NYAN RN T DTV
1712 RN TR DNION 1INR DI11Y

M MYann Pan PRI ,NYaN T 2%1Y

1M NRTA NYaNn NMwvN PRI ,NNNN
7NN 10 YIap T nYanh PRy ,AINn

21350

8% NYAN1A 1PN DITIYI DV 719N
ROR RNI TN ROW WY MNN RINY
JANNN DTR RNYY RIN 7237 1IN 2N
WVITPN YW NaY T DY Y32 HHanm
PN RINY 129X HRIV 79 INRY RID T2
Naw 1M1 99 INRI MNN 1Yl DNy




each one according to his own ability.

Halacha 3

A person who was eloquent would offer many prayers and requests.
[Conversely,] a person who was inarticulate would speak as well as he could
and whenever he desired.

Similarly, the number of prayers was dependent on each person's ability.
Some would pray once daily; others, several times.

Everyone would pray facing the Holy Temple, wherever he might be. This was
the ongoing practice from [the time of] Moshe Rabbenu until Ezra.

Halacha 4

When Israel was exiled in the time of the wicked Nebuchadnezzar, they
became interspersed in Persia and Greece and other nations. Children were
born to them in these foreign countries and those children's language was
confused.

The speech of each and every one was a concoction of many tongues. No one
was able to express himself coherently in any one language, but rather in a
mixture [of languages], as [Nehemiah 13:24] states: "And their children spoke
half in Ashdodit and did not know how to speak the Jewish language. Rather,
[they would speak] according to the language of various other peoples."
Consequently, when someone would pray, he would be limited in his ability
to request his needs or to praise the Holy One, blessed be He, in Hebrew,
unless other languages were mixed in with it. When Ezra and his court saw
this, they established eighteen blessings in sequence.

The first three [blessings] are praises of God and the last three are
thanksgiving. The intermediate [blessings] contain requests for all those
things that serve as general categories for the desires of each and every
person and the needs of the whole community.

Thus, the prayers could be set in the mouths of everyone. They could learn
them quickly and the prayers of those unable to express themselves would be
as complete as the prayers of the most eloquent. It was because of this
matter that they established all the blessings and prayers so that they would
be ordered in the mouths of all Israel, so that each blessing would be set in
the mouth of each person unable to express himself.

Halacha 5

They also decreed that the number of prayers correspond to the number of
sacrifices - i.e., two prayers every day, corresponding to the two daily
sacrifices. On any day that an additional sacrifice [was offered], they
instituted a third prayer, corresponding to the additional offering.

The prayer that corresponds to the daily morning sacrifice is called
theShacharit Prayer. The prayer that corresponds to the daily sacrifice offered
in the afternoon is called the Minchah Prayer and the prayer corresponding to
the additional offerings is called the Musaf Prayer.

Halacha 6

They also instituted a prayer to be recited at night, since the limbs of the daily
afternoon offering could be burnt the whole night, as [Leviticus 6:2] states:
"The burnt offering [shall remain on the altar hearth all night until morning]."
In this vein, [Psalms 55:18] states: "In the evening, morning and afternoon |
will speak and cry aloud, and He will hear my voice."

The Evening Prayer is not obligatory, as are the Morning and MinchahPrayers.
Nevertheless, the Jewish people, in all the places that they have settled, are
accustomed to recite the Evening Prayer and have accepted it upon
themselves as an obligatory prayer.

Halacha 7

Similarly, they instituted a prayer after the Minchah Prayer [to be recited]
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close to sunset on fast days only, its purpose being to increase supplication
and pleading because of the fast.

This is called the Ne'ilah prayer, as if to say that the gates of Heaven are
closed behind the sun, which becomes hidden, since it is recited only close to
[the time of] sunset.

Halacha 8

Thus, three prayers are recited daily: the Evening Prayer, the Morning Prayer,
and the Minchah Prayer. There are four on Sabbaths, festivals andRosh
Chodesh: the three that are recited daily and the Musaf Prayer. OnYom
Kippur, there are five: these four and the Ne'ilah prayer.

Halacha 9

The number of these prayers may not be diminished, but may be increased. If
a person wants to pray all day long, he may.

Any prayer that one adds is considered as a freewill offering. Therefore, one
must add a new idea consistent with that blessing in each of the middle
blessings. [However], making an addition of a new concept even in only one
blessing is sufficient in order to make known that this is a voluntary prayer
and not obligatory.

In the first three [blessings] and the last three [blessings], one must never
add, detract or change anything at all.

Halacha 10

The community should not recite a voluntary prayer, since the community
does not bring a freewill offering. Even an individual should not recite
theMusaf Prayer twice, once as the obligation of the day and the other as a
voluntary prayer, because the additional offering is never a freewill offering.
One of the Geonim taught that it is forbidden to recite a voluntary prayer on
Sabbaths or holidays, since freewill offerings were not sacrificed on these
days, but only the obligatory offerings of the day.
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3. Deuteronomy 11:13

If you are careful to pay heed to my commandments, which | am prescribing
to you today, and if you love God your Lord with all your heart and soul, [then
God has made this promise]:
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4. Rambam, Mishneh Torah (Code of Jewish Law), Laws of Prayer, Ch. 1:1

It is a positive commandment to pray each day as it is stated, “And you shall
serve the Lord your God” (Exodus 23:25) ... They taught that “serve,” means
prayer, as it is stated, “And you shall serve Him with all your heart”
(Deuteronomy 11:13). The Sages asked, “What is the service of the heart?
This is prayer” (Ta’anit 2a).
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5. Ramban, Sefer HaMitzvoth 5

Certainly, the whole matter of prayer is not required [by the Torah] at all.
Rather it manifests one of the merciful attributes of the Creator, that is, that
He hears and responds whenever we call unto Him. The verse, “And to serve
the Lord your God” (Exodus 23:25) mainly refers to a general positive
commandment that all of our service of God is to be performed whole
heartedly, with complete focus on His will...If however the midrashic
commentary does identify prayer as Biblically commanded, then we would
count it as did the Rav [Maimonides], applying as a commandment in times of
distress for it is a mitzvah to affirm our belief that the Holy One listens to
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prayers and intervenes to grant aid due to prayer and cries. .PYN NYaNna mMIxn

6. R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Reflections of the Rav, pp. 80-82

The views of Maimonides and Nahmanides can be reconciled. Both regarded prayer as meaningful only if it is
derived from a sense of tzarah. They differ in their understanding of the word. Maimonides regarded daily life itself as
being existentially in straits, inducing in the sensitive person feelings of despair, a brooding sense of life’s
meaninglessness, absurdity, lack of fulfillment. It is a persistent tzarah, which exists bekhot yom, daily. The word tzarah
connotes more than external trouble; it suggests an emotional and intellectual condition in which man sees himself as
hopelessly trapped in a vast, impersonal universe, desolate, without hope. Certainly the Psalmist’s cry, min metzar karati
Yah, “Out of my straits, | have called up on the Lord” (118:5), refers to an inner, rather than an externally induced, state of
construction and oppression.

Out of this sense of discomfiture prayer emerges. Offered in comfort and security, prayer is a paradox, modern
methods of suburban worship and plush synagogues notwithstanding. The desire for proximity of wife and children at
services comes from a need for security and comfort. Real prayer is derived from loneliness, helplessness, and a sense of
dependence. Thus, while Nahmanides dealt only with “surface crisis,” public distress, tzarot tzibbur, Maimonides regarded
all life as a “depth crisis,” a tzarat yahid.

These two types of tzarah vary in many aspects. The “surface tzarah” of Nahmanides is an external crisis which
arises independently of man. It emerges out of the environmental and usually appears suddenly. Our plight is discernible
to the eye; we see it, feel it, suffer pain and anxiety. One need not be a reflective introspective or a brooding type to
perceive this crisis; the simplest person experiences it, whether it be poverty, illness, famine, war, or death. It strikes like a
hurricane; the Biblical tokehah, with its threats of dire punishment if Israel be untrue to its covenant, speaks precisely of
this kind of crisis. It may strike a community or an individual. It is a tzarah which can be shared with others, through
empathy and sympathy.

The “depth tzarah” of Maimonides, however, is an inner, personal, clandestine, and undefined crisis which is not
readily manifest to the eye; it is perceived only by thinking and sensitive persons who wish to identify with it. It can be
evaded, shunted aside by superficial people, who will thereby avoid being affected. Others, however, search for it and
willingly accept it. This type of crisis cannot be attributed to man’s stupidity, negligence, or incompetence, as can the
“surface crisis.” The “depth crisis” is clearly beyond solution; it is an existential reality, a condition of human existence. It
will be felt more poignantly by persons of greater intelligence and imaginative perception; the wise and more sensitive
one is, the greater the crisis. It is rooted in man’s essence, his metaphysical origin. It is existential, not social, political, or
economic.

The Torah bids man actively to combat and possibly eliminate superficial, external crises. The ills of poverty,
disease, and war are debilitating and impair our spiritual freedom. The Torah, however, encourages man to submit to and
embrace the experience of the “depth crisis.” Thereby does man truly grasp the reality of his condition and become
stirred to great heights of the spirit. For this “depth crisis,” there is no solution except prayer. “Surface crisis” can be
overcome; the existential crisis can only be met by prayer.




