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What Does It Mean To Pray?

In 2001, a study conducted at Duke University 
Medical Center on a group of 150 cardiac 
patients uncovered some extraordinary findings. 
The patients, all of whom were receiving post-
operative therapy treatment, were split into two 
subgroups – one subgroup had people praying 
for their wellbeing, the other subgroup didn't. 
The findings showed the subgroup that was 
prayed for had significantly better treatment 
outcomes than those who received the 
treatment alone.

Most notably, the study was double-blind – 
neither the researchers, nor those being prayed 
for, knew about the prayers. And it wasn't a 
once-off either. A comparable double-blind 
study, conducted at San Francisco General 
Hospital's Coronary Care Unit, demonstrated 
very similar results. Whether we are praying for 
ourselves or others are praying for us, the 

influence prayer can have on our experience – 
both in and of the world – is immense.

This week's parsha calls on us to serve God 
"with all your heart" (Devarim 11:13). The 
Gemara (Ta'anit 2a) explains this "service of the 
heart" to be referring to prayer. The Rambam 
(Laws of Prayer, chapter 1) derives from here 
the requirement to pray every day. He explains 
how, originally, this mitzvah was fulfilled 
informally and at one's own discretion. There 
were no set times of the day to pray, and no 
formalised prayer service. It was completely 
spontaneous, provided it happened at least once
in the day.

But, in the wake of the Babylonian exile, and the
great social and spiritual upheaval that came 
with it, the sages of that time realised the 
importance of formalising and giving structure to 
prayer. And so it was that one of the great 
institutions of Jewish history, "the Men of the 
Great Assembly", which included many great 
prophets and sages, composed the words of the
Amidah, the central Jewish prayer to be recited 
three times a day – morning, afternoon and 
evening (shacharit, mincha and maariv). We 
recite their words in this structure to this day.

The Amidah encompasses the three 
components that make up the minimum 
definition of Jewish prayer – praise, petition and 
thanks. In the opening three blessings, we offer 
praise of our Creator. In the next 13 blessings, 
we articulate our needs and ask God to fulfil 
them. And the final three blessings are words of 
thanks and acknowledgement. It's controlled, 
systematic, finely tuned.
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But what exactly is "service of the heart"? Where
does that come in?

At its essence, prayer is about cultivating an 
emotional connection – a real relationship – with
God. If done right, prayer can be a direct 
encounter with the Divine. The Rambam says 
that having kavanah – deep intention, 
awareness and devotion – is vital. Rav Chaim 
Soloveitchik explains that kavanah is a basic 
awareness that we are in the presence of God 
when we pray; that we aren't just mouthing the 
words and going through the motions, but are 
having a private audience with the Creator of the
universe. This state of mind can put us into a 
very powerful emotional state – and this is what 
"service of the heart" is all about. Our role model
for how to pray, says the Gemara (Brachot 31a),
is Chana, one of the greatest women in Jewish 
history. The Torah relates how Chana, the 
mother of Samuel the Prophet, was unable to 
fall pregnant, and came to the Temple to pray. 
The verse describes her prayer as follows: "And 
Chana was speaking from her heart. Only her 
lips moved, but her voice was not heard." 
(Samuel 1:1-13)

On this, the Gemara says: "How many important
laws can be learnt from these verses relating to 
Chana. 'Chana was speaking from her heart'. 
From here [we learn] that one who prays must 
direct his heart [towards God]. 'Her lips moved.' 
From here [we learn] that one who prays must 
pronounce [the words] with his lips. 'But her 
voice was not heard.' From here [we learn] that it
is wrong to raise one's voice during his prayers."

When we pray, we need to articulate the words, 
but we do so in a whisper. The Amidah is known
as the "Silent Prayer". It brings a profound sense

of silence and tranquillity into our lives; a few 
precious moments each day to meditate on and 
reinforce our spiritual connection to God, and to 
reflect on who we are. We do so in God's 
presence and connect with Him through our 
reflection. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch 
explains the origin of the Hebrew word for 
prayer, tefillah, is lehitpallel, which means to 
self-reflect. The silence of prayer allows us to do
exactly that in the presence of God.

There's also an intimacy in whispering. When we
whisper to someone, it is an intimate moment. 
Likewise, when we whisper our prayers to God, 
we feel close and connected to Him. We feel His
love for us and we express our love for Him, and
that transforms our whole relationship with the 
Torah, with ourselves and the rest of creation. 
Whispering is also an indication of God's 
closeness to us during these intimate moments. 
And the fact that we have this private audience 
with God is not something to take for granted. 
Consider how difficult, or even impossible, it is to
have a private conversation with someone in 
high office or a venerated public figure. And yet, 
through prayer, we have privileged access to the
King of all kings, the Creator of the universe. 
And we have it whenever we want!

Friends – during these deep, intimate, emotional
moments, we praise God and give thanks to 
Him, but most importantly, we make ourselves 
vulnerable to Him. The heart and soul of prayer 
is articulating our needs, what we are lacking, 
where we are falling short. In fact, requests 
make up 13 of the 19 blessings in the Amidah. 
The Maharal says that through prayer, we make 
the declaration that we are completely 
dependent on God for our needs. He explains 
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that this is why prayer is called "service". We are
God's servants in the sense that our welfare is 
entirely in His hands. And during prayer, we turn
to Him for help and support, with the faith that 
whatever the outcome, it is ultimately for our 
good, and a pure expression of His love.

Rav Moshe Feinstein (OC 2:24) says turning to 
God in times of need and distress is the ultimate
expression of faith. It's a recognition that nothing
in this world can happen without God's blessing; 
that whatever effort we put in, the result is 
entirely dependent on God's will. When we pray 
for the recovery of someone who is sick, or for 
the success of a new business venture, we do 
so mindful of the fact that the doctors and the 
medicines, the business models and strategic 
planning, are merely the instruments through 
which God works. Our entire existence is in the 
hands of the One who loves us and wants only 
what's best for us.

Prayer is a deep emotional and spiritual 
experience. It's the entire basis of our 
relationship with God. This is why our sages 
guide us and implore us not to treat prayer as a 
burdensome duty, as something to be 
discharged. As the Mishna in Pirkei Avot says: 
"Do not make your prayer fixed, rather mercy 
and supplication before God." (2:13) Because 
we pray three times a day and it's a set formula 
from a set prayer book, we can start seeing it as 
something perfunctory, something we do 
because we feel obliged to. But the Mishna is 
telling us that prayer needs to be real and raw 
and heartfelt, and not just something we do as a 
matter of course. It has to be a service of the 
heart. Passionate prayer – true service of the 
heart – brings us close to our Creator. It 

nourishes us spiritually and emotionally. It has 
the power to inspire and invigorate every aspect 
of our lives. It can even change our bodies.

Take Success In Stride

We shouldn't let success go to our heads. This 
week's Torah portion (Deut. 8:11-14) reminds us
that when things are going our way, we shouldn't
get haughty or snotty over it, but should feel 
humbly grateful to God.

In our story, we see how a couple of kids react 
differently to good news.

TEAM WORK

Sherri was tucking the corners of her blanket 
into her camp bunk bed, when her friend, Gail, 
came bursting into the cabin.

"Guess what!" Gail said with her head held high.

"What?"

"Guess!" Gail insisted. "I'll give you a hint. An 
incredible, amazing thing just happened to me."

Sherri looked at her, "Um, you saw some 
Martians land from outer space on the soccer 
field?"
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Gail frowned. "No something real. But since 
you're not being serious, I'll tell you. I, me, yours 
truly, was just appointed to be the assistant-red-
team-captain for this year's color war!"

"That's terrific," Sherri said with a smile.

"It's more than terrific," Gail went on, "It's an 
honor. It shows that the staff feels that I'm an 
excellent camper, with special leadership 
qualities, don't you agree?" Sherri nodded, as 
Gail continued. "Don't think I didn't notice the 
funny look you gave me when I first told you the 
news. I can tell you're jealous of me – and you 
should be – not just anyone has what it takes to 
be assistant captain of an entire camp team..." 
she looked down her nose at Sherri "...does 
she?"

Sherri drew in her breath, like she was about to 
say something, then she stopped and just shook
her head.

Later on, as the kids lined up on the dock for 
their row-boating period, Sherri came over to 
Gail.

"Are we sharing a boat as usual?" she asked.

"Gee," Gail said, "I'm not sure. After all, when 
color war starts any day now, I'm going to be a 
very important person, you know. But I guess – 
for now – I'll do you a favor and let you join me."

"Thanks," Sherri said simply and climbed into 
the boat.

After rowing around the lake, Gail bragging non-
stop about her good fortune and the talents that 
she had which made her deserve it, they got 
back to the dock. "Well it was fun rowin' and 
chattin' with you," Gail said, "but I don't know 

how much free time I'm going to have soon to 
talk to you once I start my important..."

Suddenly an air-raid siren-like tone started 
wailing over the camp loudspeaker system. At 
first the kids got scared, but seconds later, when
a voice came over the speaker announcing that 
all campers immediately take their color war 
'battle-stations' in the main assembly hall, the 
kids burst into cheering laughter.

Everyone scrambled to the assembly hall to get 
her team assignments. Gail, in her position as 
red-team assistant captain stood up on the 
stage. Suddenly she noticed that Sherri was 
standing next to her.

"Hi Sherri," she said, "it's great that you came up
on stage to congratulate me, but I'm not sure 
that they allow regular campers..."

Suddenly the counselor in charge walked over, 
holding an official looking clipboard. "Okay, red-
team captain, here's your complete list of 
activities and team members."

Gail started to reach for the clipboard, but the 
counselor walked right past her and placed it in 
Sherri's hands.

"You? You mean, you're the red-team ... 
Captain?"

Sherri nodded as Gail's mouth dropped below 
her chin. "Actually, I'm the one who suggested 
you as my assistant after they appointed me."

"But ... why didn't you put me in my place when I
was doing all my dumb bragging?"

"Well, you seemed to be enjoying it so much," 
Sherri grinned to her assistant, whose red face 
perfectly matched her red-team visor cap. "Look 
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on the bright side – at least we'll be having 
plenty of time to talk with each other this week, 
after all!"

Ages 3-5

Q. How did Gail feel when she found out she 
would be assistant captain?
A. She felt very proud of herself and wanted to 
brag.

Q. How did she feel when she found out that 
Sherri was captain?
A. She felt silly that she had been so braggy, 
when her friend, who had even more to brag 
about, had been so humble about it.

Ages 6-9

Q. What life-lesson do you think Gail learned 
that day?
A. She had become very full of herself when she
found out she'd been selected as assistant 
captain, but she saw how conceited she'd been 
acting, especially when she saw how Sherri had 
taken even a bigger honor humbly and in stride.

Q. Do you think it's okay to brag about our 
accomplishments or what we have?
A. We certainly should feel good about 
ourselves, especially about when things go our 
way, but bragging can make others feel bad, 
which is something we shouldn't want to do.

Ages 10 and Up

Q. In your opinion, is haughtiness a sign of self-
confidence?
A. It might come off that way, but generally, it's a
sign of the opposite. A person who's confident 

inside doesn't feel the need to broadcast his or 
her talents or achievements.

Q. Is it ever appropriate to brag?
A. If our motivation is to spur others on to reach 
higher goals that are within their grasp and for 
their genuine good, then perhaps it's a positive 
thing. Other than that – no.

Walking with God

Human cloning is a hot topic and there is much 
debate medically and ethically. But how do we 
understand cloning from a metaphysical 
perspective?

In this week's Parsha, the Torah tells us "to walk
in all God's ways" (Deut. 11:22). Every human 
being is created in the image of God. That 
makes God our role model. We try to clone 
ourselves after the Almighty!

Striving for Perfection

In Genesis (Chapter 18), God is talking to 
Abraham. When Abraham sees three strangers 
approaching from afar, he suddenly jumps up to 
offer them food and drink.

On what basis did Abraham prioritize the helping
of strangers over talking with God?!

The answer is that even greater than talking to 
God is to be like God. God is a giver. We are 
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created in the image of God; thus giving is our 
greatest form of spiritual expression. Abraham 
achieved great spiritual levels because he 
emulated God by performing endless acts of 
kindness.

Yet how can mortal humans possibly achieve 
the infinite perfection of God?

We can't. But that shouldn't stop us from setting 
lofty goals. In fact, the secret of Jewish 
achievement is that we're always striving for ... 
perfection.

Practical Ways to Emulate God

In describing the mitzvah to walk in God's ways, 
the Talmud says: "Just as He is merciful, so you 
be merciful. Just as He is kind, so you be kind."

Various examples of God's kindness include:

 Visiting the sick, as God did following 
Abraham's Brit Milah (Genesis 18:1) 

 Burying the dead, since God personally 
buried Moses (Deut. 34:6) 

 Feeding the hungry, as God did by 
providing the manna bread to the Jews 
wandering in the desert (Exodus 16:4) 

 Comforting mourners, as God did by 
appearing to Isaac after Abraham's death 
(Genesis 25:11) 

It is interesting that this list includes only 
aspects of kindness toward others. There is no 
mention of judging others or punishing them. 
That is because only God can stand in 
judgement. The only reason the Torah permits 
courts to administer justice is because God 
grants them that power. The Maharal explains 
that the Torah refers to judges as elohim – a 

name usually reserved for God – to teach us 
that a judge's role is only an extension of God's 
judgement.

Modern-Day Greatness

In dealings with our fellow man, the operative 
word is kindness.

The Torah instructs us to "keep the 
commandments of God, and walk in His ways" 
(Deut. 28:9). The Chafetz Chaim notes that the 
two clauses indicate this is a two-stage process. 
"Keeping the commandments" is only as good 
as it brings us to"walk in God's ways" – i.e. 
perfection of character.

The story is told about pre-World War
Two in Europe, when Jews were 
concerned for their safety and were 
scrambling to get exit visas. One of 
Rabbi Aaron Kotler's students 
decided to take a long train-ride, on 
the off-chance there might be visa 
papers waiting for him at the port city.
At a connecting stop on mid-route, 
the student was surprised by the 
sudden appearance of Rabbi Kotler. 
"What are you doing here?!" asked 
the incredulous student.

"Just after you left, a telegram arrived 
saying that indeed your papers will be
ready at the port," explained Rabbi 
Kotler. "So I took another route and 
rushed here in order to ease your 
mind for the remainder of the trip!"

Society is defined by its heroes. Will it be 
athletes and rock stars? Or God Almighty 
Himself?

Who would you like your children to emulate?
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SOURCES: Talmud - Shabbat 127a, 133b; 
Talmud - Sotah 14a
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