O©Ooo~NOoOOITr~WNE

What is Prayer? And Why Is That Such a Hard Question?
The Freehof Institute of Progressive Halakhah

Twelve Minute Shiur #25

Rambam, Hilkhot T filah 1:1-4
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It is a positive mitzvah of the Torah to pray every day, as it is said: ““You shall serve Adonai your
God” (Exodus 23:25). We learn in the Oral Torah that this “service” is prayer. As it is said, “You
shall serve God with all your heart” (Deuteronomy 11:13). The Sages ask: “what is this ‘service
of the heart?’ It is prayer” [Sifrei]. The Torah does not specify the number pf prayers recited
during the day, nor the text of the prayer, nor the fixed times at which the prayer is recited.
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Thus, women and slaves are obligated to pray, since prayer is not a positive, time-bound mitzvah.
What the obligation entails is this: one should beseech God every day, first by declaring the
praise of the Holy One, then by stating one’s needs through supplication, and then by rendering
praise and thanks to God for the goodness that God has bestowed. Each person does this
according to their ability.
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If one is skillful at language, one recites a long prayer. And if one is not skillful at language, one
prays as best one can whenever one wishes. Likewise, the number of prayers is set according to
one’s ability. Some pray but once a day; others pray many times. All prayer is to be recited while
facing the Temple, wherever one happens to be.

This is how matters stood from the days of Moses to the time of Ezra.
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When Israel was exiled, during the days of the wicked Nebuchadnezzar, they lived in the midst
of Persians, Greeks, and other peoples. The children born to them in those Gentile lands grew up
speaking a patois of many different languages, so that when they spoke, they could not express
themselves adequately and without error in any one language. As it is said: “And their children
spoke partly the language of Ashdod and the languages of other peoples, and they could not
speak the language of Judea” (Nehemiah 13:24). Thus, none of them could pray adequately in
Hebrew without adding elements of other languages.

Ezra and his beit din, appraising the situation, composed for the people a prayer text consisting
of eighteen benedictions: the first three praising God, the last three expressing gratitude, with the
middle blessings expressing petitions that serve as general categories for all human needs, for
individuals and the community alike. They did this so that the prayer might become familiar to
all, so that the prayer of those who cannot speak elegantly would be the equal of the prayer to
those with great fluency.

And for this reason, they ordained b rakhot and ¢ filiot for all the Jews, so that even the untutored
would be fluent in the essence of every b rakhah.

Hasagat Haramban (Critical Comments of Nachmanides), Sefer Hamitzvot [’'Rambam, positive
commandments #5
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This point is controversial, for the Rabbis have stated in the Talmud that prayer is a Rabbinic
obligation [i.e., not based in the Torah]. As we read in the third chapter of Talmud B 'rakhot
(21a)... if one is in doubt as to whether they have recited the Sh 'ma, they must repeat it; if one is
in doubt as to whether they have recited the ¢ filah, they need not repeat it, for the recitation of
Sh’ma is a mitzvah of the Torah, while ¢ filah is a mitzvah of the Rabbis. Likewise, in tractate
Sukkah, we read that one is not required to interrupt one’s meal in in order to pray [e.g., if the
time for minkah arrives during the meal]. A kushya (difficulty) is raised: but one does interrupt
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one’s meal to perform the mitzvah of lulav! The response: that’s a kushya? Lulav is a Toraitic
mitzvah, while ¢ filah is a Rabbinic mitzvah...
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Rather, the essence of prayer is that it’s not an “obligation” at all but an aspect of the Creator’s
love for us: God hears and responds whenever we call upon God.
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And the verse “““You shall serve God with all your heart” (Deuteronomy 11:13) establishes a
positive commandment that we perform all of our service of God “with all our heart,” that is,
with full and proper intention, focusing upon God’s Name with no distracting thoughts, that we
should not perform the mitzvot without kavanah or with the thought that they might prove
beneficial to us. Just as we read “You shall love Adonai your God with all your heart, with all
your life, and with all your possessions” (Deut. 6:5)... If the Sifrei declares that this service (of
the heart) is prayer, that d rash is not to be taken literally. Or perhaps it means that the obligation
of “service” entails that we learn Torah and offer our prayers in times of trouble, with our eyes
and our hearts turned toward God alone, as the eyes of servants are turned toward their Master.



