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Hashem’s Prayers
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e | will bring them to my holy mountain; I will make them happy in the temple
where people pray to me. Their burnt offerings and sacrifices will be accepted on
my altar, for my temple will be known as a temple where all nations may pray.”

e | have brought them unto My holy mountain, and caused them to rejoice in My
house of prayer. Their burnt-offerings and their sacrifices are for a pleasing thing
on Mine altar, For My house, “A house of prayer,” is called for all the peoples.

Which is the better translation? How would you translate it?

Berachos 7a

R. Yochanan said in the name of R. Yossi: From where do we know that the Holy One
prays? As it says, “I will bring them to My holy mountain, and make them rejoice in My
house of prayer [lit. the house of My prayer]” (Yeshayahu 56:7). It is not said “their
prayer” but “My prayer.” From here, we infer that the Holy One prays.!

1 What does He pray? Rab Zutra ben Tobiah said in the name of Rab: “May it be My will that My mercy subdue
My wrath; and may My mercy prevail over My attributes, so that | deal with My children in the quality of mercy
and enter on their behalf within the line of strict justice.”



Mishnah Berachos 5:5

If one errs while praying, it is a bad omen for him. If he is the shaliach tzibur, it is a bad
omen for those who appointed him, since a man’s shaliach is like himself. They said
about R. Hannina ben Dosa that when he would pray for the sick, he would say, “This one
will live and this one will die.” “How do you know?” they asked him. He answered, “If
the prayer is fluent in my mouth, I know that it has been accepted; and if not, then | know
that it has been torn up.”

Midrash Rabbah, Vayikra 16:9

R. Yehoshua ben Levi said, “If a person’s lips bear fruit during prayer, he can be sure that
his prayers were heard. How do we know? [As it says]: “I create the fruit of the lips;
Peace, peace to him that is far off and to him that is near, said the L-rd, and | will heal
him” (Yeshayahu 57:19). R. Yehoshua bar Nachmani said: “If a person can direct his
heart in prayer, he can be sure that his prayers were heard, as it says, “You direct the heart
[of the humble]; Your ear will hear” (Tehilim 10:17).

* * *

But you shall seek Hashem at the place which Hashem your G-d will choose from all
your tribes, to establish His name there for His dwelling, and there you shall come.
(Devorim 12)

If one was riding a donkey, he should dismount from it [while he prays]. And if he is
unable to dismount, he should turn his face [towards Jerusalem]. And if he is unable to
turn his face, he should focus his heart toward the Holy of Holies [in the Temple in
Jerusalem]. (Berachos 5:5)
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For You, my G-d, have uncovered the ear of Your servant — to build him a house —
therefore Your servant has found it to pray to You. (I Chronicles 17:25)
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1) R. Joshua b. Levi also said: When Moshe ascended on high, the ministering
angels spake before the Holy One, blessed be He, “Sovereign of the Universe!
What business has one born of woman amongst us?”

“He has come to receive the Torah,” He answered them.

They said to Him, “That secret treasure, which has been hidden with You for nine
hundred and seventy-four generations before the world was created, You desire to
give to flesh and blood! ‘What is man, that You are mindful of him, And the son
of man, that You visit him? O L-rd our G-d, How excellent is Your Name in all
the earth! Who has set Your glory [the Torah] upon the Heavens!’”

“Answer them,’ the Holy One bade Moshe...

“Master of the Universe,” he replied he, ‘What is written in the Torah which You
are giving me? | am the L-rd your G-d, who brought you out of the Land of
Egypt.”

Moses said to [the angels], ‘Did you go down to Egypt; were you enslaved to
Pharaoh: why then should the Torah be yours?



Again, what is written in it? You shall have no other G-ds. Do you dwell among
peoples that engage in idol worship?

Again what is written in it? Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Do you
work, that you need to rest? ... You shall not take [the name ... in vain]: are there
business dealings among you? ... Honor your father and mother; do you have
fathers and mothers? ... You shall not murder. You shall not commit adultery.
You shall not steal; is there jealousy among you; is the Evil Inclination among
you?”

Immediately, they conceded to the Holy One (Shabbat 89a-b)

2) The precepts of G-d are right, bringing joy to the heart. (Tehilim 19:8)

3) What is considered a successful fast for the congregation? R. Shmuel Hakatan
answered, when they say: “He causes the winds to blow” — the winds blow. When
they say: “He causes the rain to fall” — the rains fall. (In other words, they are
answered immediately.) (Ta anis 25b)
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Chapter Two: Human Deficiency and Human Perfection

After discussing the necessity of fear in one’s relationship with God, and the
various types of fear — from lower to higher — the author now discusses genuine
versus false fear. Whereas genuine fear (awe) frees a person from his limitations and
brings him into a direct encounter with God in an act of faith, false fear is born of
personal limitations and is the underlying cause of idolatry.

According to Rav Mordechai Yosef of Izhbitz, fear is always related to a sense of
lack.? Psychologically speaking, human beings tend to set as personal goals or
absolute truths one particular trait or approach to life.* Yet this attitude invariably
causes an individual to be deficient in alternative approaches, and he subsequently
fears and represses their manifestation in his life, lest they disrupt his self-image and
perfection. Idolatry results when this fear of deficiency is projected outwards, onto
the figure of the idol, whom the individual then fears.®> The idolater does this in the
hopes that the idol will alleviate his fear — even though it is powerless to do so. Thus,
the idolater’s faith in and fear of his idol begins with the projection of his own
imperfection.

The opposite approach is embodied by the Jewish people. The faith that R.
Gershon Henokh spoke of in chapter one is really the affirmation of God’s absolute
transcendence. Even though human beings are lacking, they need not fear that lack.
Rather, they can use their own sense of deficiency to realize, by implication, the
absolute perfection of God. In other words, our lack opens us to God’s completeness.

This is the fear and faith that allows for the acceptance of the Torah, mentioned
above, which brings a person into a state of balance, and frees him from the fear
that leads to idolatry.

The true foundation of the fear of God is faith. Only by understanding and consciously
believing in the supreme lofty heights of God, and then actively fearing Him, does fear
become complete. Man’s normal experience of fear usually stems from an awareness of his
own deficiencies. Of this it is said (Yeshayahu, 44:17), “He makes himself an idol and bows
down to it.”® This kind of fear is called by the Zohar (Vaeira, 29a), “their fear.”” Since
idolaters are deficient, they believe that by prostrating themselves to an idol and expressing
their fear, stemming from a recognition of their own deficiency, the idol will emit a flow of
energy to fill their lacks.® And even though the idol is actually powerless to do so, the idolater
still believes that by projecting his fear outward, he himself will become complete.
Ultimately, he is only worshiping the very deficiency that he fears. This is called, “bowing

3 Simply put, one who lacks funds will fear the tax collector; one who lacks self-confidence, will fear public
speaking.

4 For instance, a strong person, who unbendingly believes in the use of force to solve disputes, will fear conflict
resolution through peaceful means. A person who sets compassion as an absolute value will fear the use of cruelty
— even when correct and necessary. (R. Gershon Henokh will offer this example below.)

5 In other words, according to the Izhbitzer Rebbe, idolatry does not begin with the objectification of one’s values
and beliefs, in the case, for instance, of making an idol out of money, but in the projection of one’s fears and
deficiencies, since the whole purpose of an idol is to be saved from them.

6 In other words, he makes of himself an idol, which he bows down to.

7 That is, their own personal fears, which they project outward, upon the idol.

8 Using the example in note 4, above, we can say that a strong person fears being weak. He therefore prays to an
idol to save him from weakness, although all he is really doing is projecting his own inner fears outward, and
fearfully worshipping them.



down to his idol.”® The word for idol in Hebrew, “pesel,” is connected to the word for pasul,
which means “invalid” or “deficient.” Further in the Beit Yaakov it will be explained that the
fear of the idolater, expressed in a place where he knows he is lacking, takes on two forms.
The idolater will either erect a form of the lack itself, or a form of the fulfillment of that lack.
A weak person will worship either the image of a hero, or the image a weakling. This will all
be explained.

9 In other words, to the particular trait or idea that he has idolized.
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