
Tefila 101- -

Lesson 10- -The Essence Of Shemona Esrei

Source 1

Standing Before The King

Translation: In order to clarify, let me raise an additional difficulty as concerns the proper understanding of
the nature of prayer.  There is a basic difference between the Brachos that a Jewish person recites during the
course of the day and those that he says during Shemona Esrei.  Concerning the Brachos said during
Shemona Esrei, he is to see himself as “standing before the King,”  a state of mind he is not required to
attain when he recites the other Brachos during the day.  It cannot be that because he says:  Baruch Ata, he
is now “standing before the King,” and speaking to Him since the wording of all the Brachos follow that
pattern.  In other words, if he is not to view himself as “standing before the King,” in other Brachos, then
why does he say the words: “Baruch Ata?”  The answer is that all times, we are standing before our
Creator whose attention is always focused on the world and we can turn to Him at any time.

Translation:  Nevertheless, the correct interpretation is that when a person or a matter “stands before the
King,” that matter touches upon the throne of G-d and the person is looking to place himself as worthy to be
near G-d’s throne.  During the course of the day, he does not view himself as being near G-d’s throne
because his daily activities are taking place in a different world and that is G-d’s wish; that man live in his
separate world, the world of creativity and that the person take responsibility on keeping peace and
prosperity in his world as the Torah says: man was placed in the Garden of Eden to work it and to guard
it. and to fulfill the obligation to populate the world and to gain control over the world.  Despite that reality,
the moments when we engage in prayer, man “stands before the King.” At that moment he changes his view 
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of his circumstances.  He sees everything about his universe through the prism of the King Himself and
understands how everything is centered on revealing G-d’s sovereignty and fulfilling his mission

 
     

Translation: That is what our Sages had in mind when they instructed us to direct our hearts upward.  The
Rambam explains (Tefila 5, 4) May his heart be directed upward as if he is standing in heaven.  That is
not only an image by way of suggestion as to how to change your focus away from your worldly concerns
which interfere with your ability to concentrate but to place himself “standing before the King.”  That he see
himself standing in a different dimension, not his ordinary circumstances in which he sees himself involved in
his worldly activities but to change his outlook towards the concerns of heaven.

Source 2

Prayer As An Encounter With G-d
V.B.M.

Translation: Both mystics and philosophers are surprised that Jews believe that it is possible that their
prayers can influence a G-d who is eternal and all-knowing.  Many scholars want to understand why G-d
accepts some prayers but does not accept others.  Despite these questions,  in his deep study and multifaceted
examination of Tefila, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, z’l, refused to deal with these issues.  R. Soloveitchik, as
always, preferred to deal with the human side of Jewish prayer and not the Godly side.  R. Soloveitchik
asked what is the essence of the act of praying? In other words, what is the   meaning and the role of Tefila
in a person’s life?
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Translation:  R. Soloveitchik suggest several answers to this last question and each answer comes from a
source that presents a different focus:

Tefila is in the form of a rendezvous with G-d (Ish Emunah Ha’Boded);
Tefila is the process by which man can discover and assert his humanity;
Tefila is a form of an individual offering to G-d.

Translation:  Tefila As a Rendezvous With G-d-Our Sages deal with the issue as to whether a person
needs to intend to perform a mitzvah in order to fulfill that Mitzvah or is it enough to simply perform the
act without intending to fulfill a directive from G-d.  Concerning Tefila, R. Soloveitchik said there is no
disagreement.  The reason being that the concept of intent concerning performing the Mitzvah of Tefila is
unlike the concept of intent as concerns other Mitzvot.  Concerning Tefila, intention is not an external
factor but is part of the essence of the Mitzvah (Ish Emunah Ha’BoBoded, p. 34 footnote 26).  More
precisely, inasmuch as the meaning of intent as concerns other Mitzvos is only that he is performing the
Mitzvah to fulfill the desire of G-d, the type of intent needed concerning Tefila is characterized differently in
its purpose:

How is intent accomplished during Tefila?  That he turns his heart away from all other thoughts and sees
himself standing before the Shechina (Rambam Hilchos Tefila 4, 15);

Translation: In response to the Rambam’s explanation, R. Soloveitchik wrote that Tefila in its essence is a
rendezvous with G-d;  Tefila is in its foundation the feeling of the person that he finds himself in the
presence of His Creator and he turns to Him.  To pray-its meaning is singular-to stand before G-d (Ish
Emunah Ha’BoBoded, p. 34).

A.
B.
C.
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Translation: The central part and lengthiest part of Shemona Esrei is the section that includes requests: in
the first three Brachos, we praise G-d and the last three Brachos we exhibit gratitude while the middle
thirteen portray a variety of concerns.  Nevertheless, the central purpose of the encounter with G-d is not to
receive a response to our requests; it is the creation of fraternity, a community between man and G-d.

Translation: The acceptance of our prayers must be viewed in the sense of hope, looking forward and
answering our requests but it is not a rule set in stone or a basic rule.  The basis of Tefila is not to be
measured by an objective standard  but as having faith that through our expressions we reach an intimate
closeness to G-d and so is born an exceptional community that envelopes man and His creator.  The basic
mission of Tefila is not to be judged by its practical results but in its ability to create a metaphysical
fraternity whose members are G-d and man.  (Avodah Sh’B’Lev p. 51)

Translation:  With all that, the rendezvous that is to take place during Tefila is incomplete and has no
value unless it includes or before, the person must be committed to a life devoted to fulfilling G-d’s
commandments.  R. Soloveitchik argues that no doubt that “ every encounter with G-d, if it is to free man,
must clearly and practically be from a man who is committed to following G-d’s commandments.”

Translation: Who is worthy of opening a dialogue through Tefila with G-d? Certainly, only a person who is
ready to cleanse himself from all defects and sin, from all evil behavior, immorality, evil acts, etc.  If not he
destroys the essence of the adventure that Tefila can be because it confines a person in a small and disgusting
world into which G-d does not wish to enter.  If a person desires to encounter G-d through Tefila, he must 
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cleanse himself from anything that could create a barrier between himself and G-d.  Never did Halacha see
Tefila as a distinct and magical act, that a person could engage in with no regard to how he lives his life . . .
Tefila is always linked with the need for repentance.

Source 3
p. 205-206 

Translation: At this stage, we can approach the meaning of the wording that flows from the links between
the human gestures as performed during Shemona Esrei.  In an effort to present Shemona Esrei as a
meeting between humans we need to understand what it means to participate in a dialogue between man and
G-d; a situation of “I and Thou” if I can borrow a phrase made popular by Martin Buber.

Translation: The concept of “dialogue” is borrowed from the existential and religious philosophers of the
modern era.  It is a foundational thought in the thinking of Jewish philosophers such as Franz Rosensweig,
Buber, Heschel, Soloveitchik and others.  On the basis of this concept, Rosenberg (S. Rosenberg in his
article about Tefila) characterizes as one model of prayer, prayer in the form of a dialogue. That model is in
addition to several characterizations of prayer-theoretical prayer-this type of prayer is essentially meant to
influence the heavens; prayer that is necessary for the heavens.  Mystical prayer-its primary role is to raise
the person praying to upper spiritual levels; these two types of prayer were popular during the middle ages
due to the influence of Kabbalah.  Nevertheless, in the scholarly world of the recent past, emphasis (less and
less) has been placed on their existence as part of the basic concepts in Rabbinic literature; also in the two
Talmudim and the Midrashim and not just in Heichalot literature; the third type: didactic prayer-the goal
of this type of prayer is as a teaching tool to educate the one praying.  Prayer is necessary for the layman.
The fourth type is as noted above; prayer as dialogue. Its purpose is to place into action and to emphasize
the dialogue that takes place between man and G-d.  
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Translation:  What are the characteristics of prayer as dialogue?  It is prayer that requires recognition that
two entities are involved, man and G-d.  The other forms of prayer are one sided-man speaking to G-d.
Viewing prayer as a dialogue creates a view that two equals are interacting, if possible, between man who is
real and G-d whose presence is no less real.  Man approaches G-d with his complete humanness and G-d
exhibits His persona.  The encounter that results reflects not only a human type interaction from the side of
man who stands and speaks but also as a human-like response from G-d’s side who pays attention and
listens.  This is an encounter that involves reciprocity and a conscious closeness, intimacy, individuality, that
without them it is not possible to conduct a dialogue.  

Translation:  The encounter results in intensive gesturing but no less than is common in every day gestures a
person performs (as opposed to being mystically based).  As can be expected, it is an attempt to influence
G-d but it is limited by the I-Thou relationship (despite the theoretical influence).

Translation:  The system of gestures being discussed here provides the non-verbal tools to implement prayer
as dialogue.  The gestures create a framework for the encounter between man who is praying and the other
entity, and even creates the dynamics for that encounter; the encounter begins with a certain amount of
tension which turns into calmness as it continues and then closes in suspense.  Also the intimacy and the
individuality that occurs in human interaction that is a condition of fraternity, are carried forward by the
gestures.  The construction of the encounter put the “I and Thou” in human terms and are real give life to to
the reality that both “I” the one praying and the “Thou” are real during prayer.  That it becomes like a
human encounter comes about without any mystical elements from the human side and the reality of the
Thou comes to fruition by being seen as a human king.  
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Supplement To Lesson 10- -The Essence Of
Shemona Esrei

Professsor Moshe Sokolow-Educating for Prayer, Utilizing the Writings of Rabbi Joseph B.
Soloveitchik (the Rav); Curricular and Instructional Guidelines

p. 61

p. 22
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Second Supplement To Lesson 10- -The
Essence Of Shemona Esrei

I condensed a short review of approaches to prayer that I found on the internet.  It summarizes the
approaches of Yeshayahu Leibowitz, mystics, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, R. Yehuda Ha’Levi as expressed
in the Curari and Abraham Heschel.

Shiur #30: Prayer (Part I)

Prayer's Function

Rav Itamar Eldar

YESHIVAT HAR ETZION
ISRAEL KOSCHITZKY VIRTUAL BEIT MIDRASH (VBM)

Is Tefila As A Mitzvah?

The Ramban has reservations about including prayer in the fixed framework of the
commandments.  He argues that it is inconceivable that prayer, which reflects man's need
to beseech God for deliverance, should be regarded as an obligatory mitzva.  Thus, we are
dealing not with an obligation, but with an act of grace on the part of God, in that He gives
man the opportunity to turn to Him and receive a response:

Rather, without a doubt, the whole matter of prayer is not an obligation whatsoever, but
rather it is part of the Creator's loving-kindness toward us, that He hears and answers
whenever we cry out to Him.  (Ramban, comment to Sefer Ha-Mitzvot, positive
commandment no.  5).

Yeshayahu Leibowitz took the Rambam's position [that Tefila is a Mitzvah] to an
uncompromising extreme.  According to him, prayer inasmuch as it is a commandment, is
no different than the commandments regarding terumot and ma'asrot, the bringing of
bikkurim, or wearing tzitzit.  It is one of the Torah's mitzvot, and when a person fulfills it, he
expresses his acceptance of God's lordship and authority three times a day, day after day.

Prayer, according to Leibowitz, is not a more spiritual experience than any other
mitzva, and its purpose is not to provide man with his needs.

Prayer is not an attempt to bring the Creator to intervene in the order of Creation
that He Himself established.  Anyone who does not understand that the world of
the Holy One, blessed be He, continues as usual, according to the natural order
established by Him, and that prayer does not mean that one is asking God to change
that order for one's personal benefit, but that it is rather a means of communing 
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with God through His service regardless of what transpires in the natural world –
anyone who does not understand this has never in his life offered a prayer of one
who believes in God.  (Yeshayahu Leibowitz, Sichot al Avot Ve-al Ha-Rambam, pp.
58-60)

It should be noted Leibowitz is driven to understand prayer in this manner because of a
theological difficulty regarding change effected in God.  Prayer, in its simple sense, is based
on the assumption that God changes in response to man's actions and prayers, and that the
world is governed in light of these actions and prayers.  Leibowitz, like other philosophers,
was not prepared to accept this argument, and this led him to his understanding.  

        And prayer is not about you.  It has nothing to do with your own particular
circumstances - psychological or spiritual.  Rich or poor, happy or sad, we all are obliged to
the same prayer set. "Human needs ... spiritual, ethical or otherwise, are irrelevant to the
prayer moment".  He points out that "The same shemoneh esreh ... are recited by the
bridegroom before his wedding ceremony, by the widower returning from the funeral of
his wife, and the father who has just buried his only son. Recitation of the identical set of
psalms is the daily duty of the person enjoying the beauties and bounty of this world, and
the one whose world has collapsed." The prescribed prayers are recited by those who truly
need them, and the same set is required of those who do not.

         By praying, you acknowledge "the overriding claim of the mitzvot and the halakha
over and above any and all other human concerns." This requires no "intense, personal
experiences or investigating different conceptions of God" but instead you live according
to the "Halakhic tradition. Judaism is essentially a communal disciplined practice",
including the practice of prayer.

"His point in bringing this example", in pointing out this jarring juxtaposition, "is to show
that nothing happens to the individual as a result of the experience of prayer. Prayer is not
a transforming experience. The worshiper remains the same", in a situation "exactly what it
was the evening before. His sole achievement consists of the great religious effort invested
in this day."  Period.

Also, if you didn't "get anything" out of saying your prayers, well, Leibowitz would say that
you weren't supposed to, so don't feel bad about it.  You WERE supposed to say the
prayers, and you did, so you did what was expected; you fulfilled your obligation as a Jew.
And that's not an insignificant thing.

Prayer As A Mystical Experience

The ultimate goal is that prior to prayer one must bare oneself of the materiality that makes
him finite and enter into the nothingness that is infinite.  That is, a person must direct
himself exclusively to the Creator, and to nothing whatsoever of his own self. 
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According to this approach, prayer is an opening through which a person can ascend to the
celestial worlds, which are over and beyond any individual or even communal petition.  The
experience is one of communion and the intensity is that of intimacy that strips itself of all
materiality and definition.  According to those who advocate this approach, a person must
raise himself above materiality, and prayer is meant to serve him as a jumping board.

The View Of Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik

According to Rav Soloveitchik, the key to avoiding alienation from a person's true needs is
awareness of his suffering.  A suffering person is essentially a person who cries out for his
true needs (spiritual and material).  Suffering is the feeling that allows a person to
understand his needs, that is to say, to know himself.  According to Rav Soloveitchik, "I
suffer, therefore I am."

There are then two stages to man's quest for self-knowledge: 1) Awareness of and
sensitivity to his own suffering.  2) A renewed understanding of his true needs and the
desire to satisfy them.

According to Rav Soloveitchik, both are provided by prayer.  Prayer has two dimensions:

1) A cry – awareness and expression of the suffering person.
Ordered prayer – a structured, cognitive process, by which a person slowly clarifies

his own needs (with the help of the text of the prayer) until he reaches a full
understanding of them

To pray means to distinguish, to evaluate, to understand; in other words, to seek
understanding. 

It should be noted that Rav Soloveitchik himself writes that prayer does not always bring a
person to understand his own needs, and that sometimes God's help is needed.  

Rav Soloveitchik would respond that a person is not necessarily aware of his true needs and
troubles.  Prayer provides him with the tools to discover those dormant and unconscious
needs, and therefore the accepted text must be retained.

Rabbi Yehuda Ha’Levi

A person  looks forward to the approach of the time to pray, because while it lasts he
resembles the spiritual beings, and is removed from merely animal existence.  Those three
times of daily prayer are the fruit of his day and night, and the Sabbath is the fruit of the
week, because it has been appointed to establish the connection with the Divine Spirit and
to serve God in joy, not in sadness.  All this stands in the same relation to the soul as food
to the human body.  Prayer is for his soul what nourishment is for his body. 

2)
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During prayer, the pious man "resembles the spiritual beings, and is removed from merely
animal existence." The role of prayer, as understood by Rihal, is to detach man from the
material world and elevate him to the level of angels.  Moreover, Rihal asserts that the more
time that has passed since a person last engaged in prayer, the more his soul is darkened by
coming into contact with worldly matters.  Prayer serves as a "nature reserve" or a
"greenhouse" in which a person cuts himself off from his surroundings and "connects with
the Divine Spirit."

From this perspective, prayer seems to resemble a theology class, through which a person
learns the correct outlook and proper doctrine concerning God and the way that He
conducts the world.

While it is true that Rihal focuses not on the petition itself, but on the outlook that grows
out of the prayer, this rational prayer, in which, as Rav Soloveitchik would put it, the pious
man "distinguishes, evaluates and understands," is very far from the mystical prayer
advocated by the school of the Maggid.  We are not dealing with a mystical experience that
is beyond words and definitions, but with an educational and declaratory act by which the
pious man learns and declares the correct and appropriate creed.

Rihal would go even further.  Prayer does not come to provide man with his physical needs
or even his psychological needs, but rather to educate him towards correct beliefs and
doctrines.  Therefore, one should not deviate from the accepted text, but should rather
make the effort to understand and identify with its contents.  

The View Of Abraham Heschel 

One of the crucial tasks of religion, Heschel therefore insists, is to struggle against the
anesthetizing effects of our over- familiarization with life and reality, and to instill in us a
sense of “perpetual surprise,” a willingness to encounter the world again and again as if for
the first time.  The fact that the sense of wonder can be so difficult to maintain renders the
need for regular worship all the more urgent.

Heschel contends, in other words, that “all worship and ritual are essentially attempts to
remove our callousness to the mystery of our own existence and pursuits,” and that “the
main function of observance is in keeping us spiritually perceptive.”

The aspiration and task of prayer, for example, is thus “not to know but to be known to
Him, to expose ourselves to Him rather than Him to us; not to judge and to assert but to
listen and to be judged by Him.”  More generally, Heschel writes, “God- awareness is not
an act of God being known to man; it is the awareness of man’s being known by God.  In
thinking about Him we are thought by Him.”   The consequence of all this, Heschel insists,
is that in moments of “radical insight … we realize that the question we ask is a question
we are being asked; that man’s question about God is God’s question of man.”
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Since, for Heschel, “genuine prayer is an act in which man surpasses himself,”  it makes
sense that he would offer a spirited defense of fixed liturgy—again, not just because it aids
the inarticulate, but also because it forces us to hold up our concerns to the mirror of
God’s will, and thus to purify our aspirations. In other words, prayer teaches human beings
what to value, what to care and strive for.

We do not know what to pray for. It is the liturgy that teaches us what to pray for. It is
through the words of the liturgy that we discover what moves us unawares, what is urgent
in our lives, what in us is related to the ultimate.”  Reading closely, we discern two crucial
notions—first, that, as a rule, we do not know ourselves; we are ignorant of what concerns
us most deeply. And second, that in our innermost depths, we are already connected to
God, that the ultimate does stir something within us. Prayer in general, then, and liturgy in
particular, remind us of our true selves, and help to elicit our hunger for and attachment to
God. That deeper, more authentic self is, of course, inherently self- transcending.

Prayer comes to pass,” Heschel writes, “in a complete turning of the heart toward God,
toward His goodness and power. It is the momentary disregard of our personal concerns,
the absence of self- centered thoughts, which constitute the art of prayer.”

It is perhaps not surprising that thinkers who focus on the necessity of self- transcendence
in the spiritual life tend to be less than enthusiastic about the merits of petitionary prayer,
which is, after all—on the surface at least—self- interested prayer. Although impetratory
prayer may give voice to a deep sense of dependence on God, may even serve to remind
human beings of their profound neediness and vulnerability before God, it is nevertheless
their own neediness and vulnerability of which they -are made conscious through such
prayer. In other words, whatever virtues it may possess, petitionary prayer is not yet “self-
forgetful” prayer. Although it may puncture idolatrous illusions of self- sufficiency, in its
ordinary forms impetratory prayer does not fully refocus human attention on God rather
than—in Underhillian terms, we might say, to the exclusion of—humanity. There must,
therefore, be more elevated forms of prayer than petition.

Indeed, both Heschel and Underhill seek to direct our attention elsewhere. According to
Underhill, petitionary prayer is inherently selfish, and is thus, in her eyes, something to be
overcome as the soul grows in purity. Like any form of self- preoccupation, it must be
transcended in what she alternatively calls “self- giving,” “self- donation,” or
“selfabandonment.” For Underhill petitionary prayer is at once an affront to God and an
abasement of human beings:

Real prayer, Underhill insists, is self- transcending in that it focuses on God, rather than on
what God might (or ought) do for me. “Adoration,” she writes, “and not repentance, nor
petition, nor even intercession, ought to be the governing characteristic, the attitude
towards God in which we approach prayer.”   Spiritual love, Underhill reminds us, is the
“least self- seeking type … of human love.” 
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Whereas Underhill asserts that petition lies on a low rung of the spiritual ladder, Heschel
employs a different approach, insisting that, at heart, petitionary prayer is not what it
seems—that is, it is not really petition at all, but rather a subtle form of praise.

The focus of prayer is not the self…. Prayer comes to pass in a complete turning
of the heart toward God, toward His goodness and power. It is the momentary
disregard of our personal concerns, the absence of self- centered thoughts, which
constitute the act of prayer. Feeling becomes prayer in the moment in which we
forget ourselves and become aware of God. When we analyze the consciousness
of a supplicant, we discover that it is not concentrated upon his own interests,
but on something beyond the self. The thought of personal need is absent, and the thought
of divine grace alone is present in his mind. Thus, in beseeching
Him for bread, there is one instant, at least, in which our mind is directed nei-
ther to our hunger nor to food, but to His mercy. This instant is prayer.

Heir of a tradition that places the Amidah prayer, with its manifold petitions, at the heart of
the worship service, Heschel cannot simply reject petition as something to be outgrown or
overcome. Instead, he redirects the reader’s attention away from liturgy and toward
phenomenology; away from the words, that is, and toward the deeper experiences of the
person at prayer. Even in reciting words of request, Heschel insists, the supplicant
transcends himself and focuses his attention entirely on God. Seen from this perspective,
then, what appears at first glance to be selfcenteredness is, in fact, a subtle form of God-
centeredness.
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