What Are You Praying For?
Spiritual Foundations - Hebrew College — May 2014

1. Praying for God
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I heard from my teacher that prayer is a name of the Shechinah (the divine presence), as it says:
“and I (am) prayer”. (Psalms 109:4)

It is further explained that when a person prays her intention should be towards uniting the
Shechinah and her spouse, as opposed to intending some personal benefit. A person with the
latter intention is living out the verse “God has put me in the hands of one who will never allow
me to rise”. (Lamentations, 1:14)

My teacher further explained that when a person prays for some personal material benefit they
create a separating screen by mixing the corporeal and the spiritual and this prayer cannot be
answered.
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1 For the Leader. A Psalm of David. O God of my praise, keep not silence;

2 For the mouth of the wicked and the mouth of deceit have they opened against me; They have
spoken unto me with a lying tongue.

3 They compassed me about also with words of hatred, And fought against me without a cause.
4 In return for my love they are my adversaries; But I am all prayer.
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14 The yoke of my transgressions is impressed by His hand; They are knit together, They are
come up upon my neck; He hath made my strength to fail; The Lord hath delivered me into their
hands, Against whom I am not able to stand.



15 The Lord hath set at nought all my mighty men in the midst of me; He hath called a solemn
assembly against me To crush my young men; The Lord hath trodden as in a winepress The
virgin the daughter of Judah.’

2. Praying for the relationship
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“Do not be like servants who serve the master in order to receive a reward. Be rather like servants
who serve the master not for a reward.” (4vot 1:3)

There is another version: in order not to receive a reward.

I heard from my grandfather of blessed memory that both versions are correct and that they
express different levels in the service of God.

Serving “not for a reward” is a great and true form of service. It means that when you pray for
something you should intend that your prayer serve God. And the specific thing you are praying
for — if it comes it comes, and if it does not come it does not. And so all your service and
everything you do should be for Heaven’s sake and not for your own benefit at all. The other
level is comparable to a person who has a burning desire to converse with the king. The king
decreed that he would grant any request presented to him.

Now, this person whose wish and desire it is to converse with the king when he brings a specific
request before the king is afraid that the request will be granted, and he would have no further
reason to come before the king...

Therefore he really prefers that his request not be granted so he will have reason to come again
and again before the king.

Thus in Psalms (102:1) “A prayer of the lowly man when he is faint and pour out his plea before
the Lord” (JPS). All the prayers of the “lowly man” are that he pour his plea before God.

... This is the meaning of - in order not to receive a reward.

Avot 1:3



Antignos of Sokho received from Shimon the Tzadik. He would say, Don't be as slaves serving
the master, in order to receive a reward, Rather be as servants serving the master unconditionally,
not in order to receive a reward; And may the fear of the Heavens be upon you.

3. Praying for God in your life

I"HS008&'() #40%+, -YoSH! HE BVIHB%E" SO I"#
"B 96&'() (X" (" +, -&,.( J(HO*- 1& %+(2"& ++34-+ -."5&- [(#O* (" (.(HO*( #,6- "" +.&
IHS! $'068'1( S+, -
" SHY"&I"(HIS %& '(#S )%r+, $- .(1% )*/% ',$ #0$ ,$01/ )%*+ $-0 '%2!-(3$ /%%, 3 $*4!

"
S %6&™ ("1 )+ - )" * ) &(# &0
1" HSI"06& #()' *% +,-./# 0')1% "121, #() ‘% +,-./) 3%)$ 0,4% ,$,-./) *40# (41%
A" #S %&' 1%()*+ ,&%-. ,&.--,,/.0%(1-2 *%&' 1%0., ,..3.24
AU SU%& (S )FHH)* - H+ )Y O#H'& 1 -
(7" 2027 72w 021 2"y 77 5770 20 2"y 177 mayD naox)
I heard from my master of blessed memory that righteous people function as the messengers of
the divine queen. Through their own suffering and what they lack, they know what the Shechinah
lacks. They thus know to pray that these needs be provided to the Shechinah and through this
bring together the Holy Blessed One and the Shechinah.
That is the significance of prayer.
Thus the old question, what use is prayer since the Blessed One already knows what a person
needs, is no longer relevant.
As my master explained, prayer serves a divine need. A person can recognize her own suffering
as deriving from the suffering of the Shechinah and pray that the needs of the Shechinah be
provided. The righteous are messengers of the divine queen, so through this process, that which

the person needs will also be provided — but that cannot be the intention of prayer. Pray only for

the Shechinah.



4. Taking responsibility

Rav Krospedai said in the name of Rabbi Yochanan:

Three books are opened on Rosh HaShanah; a book for the righteous, a book for the wicked, and
a book for those who are in between.

The totally righteous are immediately written and sealed for life while the totally wicked are
immediately written and sealed for death. Those who are in between are suspended until Yom

Kippur. If they merit they are written for life, and if not — for death.

1" $96&'() $Y"(F 1+, +" "-& L. (I"HS '$) W& ()F' +&,-&HSY &'() 1&F1 +&H# - ."%"
I"H$ %6&' ()" 1¥"06& I¥G+, (" P&+ HI- "H)H H&( $.(( 1%0.&0# 1¥1.)/ I*$#02 1*3*0p4
'S8 ,'B(S)*HS 196896 '(#1) 1*+,1 106%) (#)- )$.& /0( .J12#* I3#0$ 1*+,! 196%) (&1- 'O
I"# 1$96%& .1 (%6)*+! (%$1$%,! (%% " +."#" (%/.-$! (%,.'$ &0 %1% ") ,&.)/ /"), 11%23.1 111)%
JUHSY6& '()*+ '$Y6 1 # (L H(™ &, JO& V()*+S I'S%6( +. HH |, (H% |(H&)" #O

(M A"HS$ %"&'9%(

In the holy book Toldot Ya’ akov Yoseseph there is an explanation of the rabbinic teaching —
“three books are opened on Rosh HaShanah, etc”. Three new books are opened on Rosh
HaShanah and every person writes his or her-self into whichever book they choose. If a person
takes upon herself to be counted among the righteous, to fulfill her role and destiny in the world
from this time onwards — this is the process of being written and sealed in the book of life. The
same applies to those who are “in between” and wicked. If a person does not take on their role

and destiny in life for the coming year — what role do they have in the world?



