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Creating Oneself — On Prayer, Repentance and Judgement

Drashat Rosh Hashana 5787 — Beit Knesset Lev Efrat
Rabbi Dt. Mois Navon

On Rosh Hashanal they are inscribed, and on the fast day of Y om Kippur they are sealed: How many
shall pass away and how many shall be born; who shall live and who shall die; who shall live out his
allotted time and who shall depart before his time; who [shall perish] by water and who by fire; who by the
sword and who by a wild beast; who by hunger and who by thirst; who by earthquake and who by pestilence;
who by strangulation and who by lapidation; who shall be at rest and who shall wander; who shall be
tranquil and who shall be harassed; who shall enjoy well-being and who shall suffer tribulation; who shall
be poor and who shall be rich; who shall be humbled and who shall be exalted.
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But Repentance, Prayer and Charity
avert the severity of the decree.
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How exactly is this going to work? We can’t do teshuva — we’re not allowed to say “al
cheit” today, we’re supposed incriminate (lehaflil) ourselves. We can’t really give tzedakah
today — pledging (2»>nNNY) is not really giving. And that leaves us with prayer. But how

exactly does prayer work — today, or any day?

Prayer

That is, while prayer is fundamental to religion — indeed, it is the performative aspect of
Maimonides’ fifth principle of faith and also his fifth positive commandment, as well as

holding a place at the center of the today’s haftara wherein Hanna prays for a child:
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— prayer is also at the heart of a theological paradox.
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For, on the one hand, R. Bleich explains:

“Ostensibly, prayer is an attempt on the part of man to effect a change in God’s
conduct vis-a-vis man” (R. Bleich, With Perfect Faith, p. 238).
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On the other hand, the Rambam explains that “He does not change, for there is nothing

that can cause Him to change” (Hil. Yesodei HaTorah 1:11).
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The paradox of prayer comes into relief when we consider that, on the one hand, the
Gemara teaches that:

“from the beginning of the year it is determined what will be at its end” (RH 8a),
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while, on the other hand, the Gemara only a few pages later teaches:

“prayer (zaaka) is beneficial both before and after the decree” (RH 16a).'
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This paradox prayer can be resolved by realizing that prayer is not about changing God as
much as it is about changing man.” This is evident in R. Soloveitchik’s articulation of the

essence of prayer:

“In praying, we do not seck a response to a particular request as much as we desire
a fellowship with God. Prayer is not a means for wheedling some benefit from
God” (“Prayer as Dialogue” in Reflections, Vol. 1, p. 78).”
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! Note that while this statement is under investigation in the Gemara, it is accepted as normative (see esp.

Ritva, ad loc., s.v. keman matzlinan; Rambam, Hil. Tesh. 2:6).
2 For other responses, see Schottenstein Talpud, Rosh Hashanah 16a, n. 20.

3 In a similar way Maimonides, who holds that man must aspire to connect to God, explains that prayer is a

means to strengthen that bond (Guide 3:51; see also Bleich, With Perfect Faith, p. 239).
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But kirvat Elohim (fellowship with God) can be attained only through allegiance to Him
and His covenant (Y1725 NNN)) — in the phrase of this holy day: to accept God as our
King (see ibid., p. 79), as indeed we do throughout the Rosh Hashanah liturgy (e.g., Hashen
Melech) and as the Gemara teaches:

“so that you should proclaim Me King over you” (RH 16a).
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Nevertheless, kirvat Elohim comes not by merely accepting God as King but requires a
“return” to God’s ways (teshuva), as the Rambam writes (Hil. Tesh. 7:6): Great is teshuva
as it brings man close (mekarevel) to God.” And while we are not to do teshuva per se (as

we do not recite “al chet”), the Rambam does say that the shofar is to awaken us to teshuva:

“Wake up you sleepy ones from your sleep and you who slumber, arise. Inspect
your deeds, repent, remember your Creator” (Hil. Tesh. 3:4).
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Now, though the Rambam exhorts (maftzir) us here to “repent” (bizru beteshuva), R.
Soloveitchik understands the appeal (peniah) to mean “thoughts of repentance” (birbur

teshuva). Accordingly, he explains that the commandment to hear the shofar includes:

Not only the obligation to hear its blasts, but the obligation to “experience the
jarring awakening associated with birbur feshuvah. ... jolted with the sudden
awareness of the grievous extent to which our actions have alienated us from God”

(““The Message of the Shofar” in Before Hashem, p. 8).
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This “thought of repentance” is not an ethereal notion (VWM 1Y) without consequence
but has very concrete implications (TN NPYMNY NPWYN MIOWN). The Rav explains that
while verbal confession (vidui) is required to attain atonement (kapara), thoughtful
repentance — consisting of abandoning the sin (azivat hachet) and regret (charata) alone —

changes the status of the individual (Halakhic Man, p. 111). In his words:
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The first principle of repentance is that the sinner be divested of his status as a
rasha. This can only be attained if the sinner terminates his past identity and
assumes a new identity for the future. It is a creative gesture which is responsible
for the emergence of a new personality, a new self. ... The abandonment of sin
and the regret over the past divest the sinner of his status as a rasha. They sever
his spiritual continuity and transform his identity (and He who knows all secrets
will bear witness to this act of creation) (Halakhic Man, p. 112).
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Significantly, this act of self-creation is the result of self-judgement (1I¥YN NPNON NVYN
MNY VIPWY DY NNRIIN NIN) achieved through the medium of one’s prayer, as the very word
for prayer indicates. R. S. R. Hirsch (Collected Wiritings, Vol. 11, p. 59; Gen. 20:7, p. 347)
explains that the Hebrew word “to pray” — lehitpalel — is the reflexive form of the Hebrew
word “to judge” — palel, thus indicating that prayer is an act of self-judgement. On this R.

Bleich writes:

“Prayer becomes the occasion for man to bring himself to trial, to engage in self-
examination with a view to determining whether his conduct conforms to the
norms required of a true servant of God, and to reflect upon the ways in which his
conduct may be improved and brought into conformity with these ideals” (Bleich,

With Perfect Faith, p. 239 n.1).*
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How appropriate (kama mat’ima) that, on the day when humanity was created and judged

(notzar venishpat), every individual engages in self-judgement and creates himself anew.

* Prayer can, as will be shown through the example of Hanna, include petitions for many other needs; but
these come only after the individual has first affirmed his alighment with God’s will, thereby situating his

requests within that broader context.
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Through this act of self-reflection, the individual transforms his identity and thereby

enables himself to be judged favorably on the Day of Judgement.

It is precisely this “creative” approach to prayer, repentance and judgement that resolves
our paradox — i.e., if God has decreed an individual’s fate, how can prayer overturn that
decree? For the capacity of the individual to reflect, judge and transform his identity
through prayer is not limited to one day a year, but can be undertaken whenever one finds

oneself “in a situation of sin’:

The desire to be another person, to be different than I am now, is the central motif
of repentance... A person is creative; he was endowed with the power to create at
his very inception. When he finds himself in situation of sin, he takes advantage of
his creative capacity, returns to God, and becomes a creator and self-fashioner.
Man, through repentance, creates himself, his own “I”’ (Halakhic Man, p. 113).
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How does this help the individual whose fate has been sealed on Rosh Hashanah? The
answer is that he no longer exists! Through prayer — an act of self-reflection, self-
judgement, and repentance (N2IVN DNY VDY, MNNY NINANM) — he divests himself of
his former, incriminated identity and creates a new “L.” In the words of Maimonides, the

penitent can sincerely proclaim:

“I am another person and am not the same man who committed those deeds” (Hil.
Tesh. 2:4).
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R. Yosef Albo also views repentance as changing a person to “another person, as it were,
concerning whom no such decree was made (Sefer Ikkarinm 4:18), (1983 NN NWNN T DYV
I NMN POY NI NOY INR WIND T97)) but with an important nuance. He clarifies the
phenomenon in addressing the original paradox of prayer we noted at the outset — i.e., if
God and His will are immutable (©nW0 N22), of what efficacy is prayer (NO¥MNN NN

n»anav)? R. Albo explains that the divine will, expressed in a given decree for a given
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individual, is dependent on the state of preparedness of that individual. To elucidate this,
he offers the example of a farmer for whom God has decreed abundant crops. If, however,
the farmer does not prepare his field by plowing and sowing, all the rain in the world will

not bring about the good decree.

“Our idea therefore is that when a benefit is determined in favor of anyone, it is
conditional upon a certain degree of right conduct. ... In the same way when a
certain evil is determined upon someone, it is also conditional upon his being
wicked in a certain degree or of being predisposed to it. And if the degree of
wickedness or predisposition thereto changes, the pre-determined event or fate

changes as well, necessarily, for the better or the worse.”

PV YT TDATHI PHY TN NIN 7N ,DN-20 OTRN DY IIWOY NN T 299)

,7ND-YT POY IV 19Y ..., [IDY NN 28102 MDD TN 20N NIDIN NINT] IYYHND

DN YIN NN DN AT MIONA IR MDD DYIT> THIITHA NN TN XD 7N

NN NN NMNWN NONN NIDNN IN NONN NNITIN MNYNYD DV 2NN 2802 NN
Y0 IN 2D

Accordingly, it is not God’s will that changes through man’s prayer but man himself. Thus
R. Albo writes:

“In this way, it is clear that prayer and right conduct help to prepare the person to
receive the good influence or to nullify the evil that has been decreed concerning

him, because he changes from the evil state in which he was.”
YAV HaPY H5ANNN 1IPY IR NUYNN PIYI IX NYINN NN INIA XD, TITH DT O
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It is in this way that prayer is efficacious in changing a divine decree.” God always wants
to give us good, it is we who need to align with His will and, thus, with His abundant
blessing. And in so changing ourselves we can pray to God to grant of our material needs
through a good decree, as we read in the day’s haftara when Hanna prays to God for a

child. The verse says:

5 Our argument here also explains the Zohar: “Whoever prays with tears before the Almighty can procure

the cancellation of any chastisement that has been decreed against him” (Vayehi 223a).
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R. Mendel Hirsch, son of R. Shimshon Rafael Hirsch, explains that the term “hitpalel AL”
is very unusual. The standard terminology would be “hipalel EL” — “prayed # God” —
P19 9N 5990M. The phrase “hitpalel AL

“Stresses quite specifically the meaning of 55917 as self-judgement, to exercise the
office of the judge on oneself before God.” (Haftoroth, p. 628).
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Accordingly, though prayer is about judging ourselves (inyana hu shiput atzmi), changing
ourselves, that does not mean that we cannot also ask of God what our newly created

selves need to better serve Him.°

Conclusion

Today, we stand before the gezeira is made. Let us pray (lehitpalel), in self-judgement
(shiput atzmi). Let us return with thoughts of return (P2IWN >17>N2 NAIWNL INNI). Let
us recreate ourselves (litzor et atzmeinu mehadash), and thus be worthy of the closeness
to God (kirvat Elokim) in which only good decrees are brought to fruition for us, and for

all Israel (GNIW 5951 MY WNHHN MWV MV PI). Amen.

6 It should be noted that there is a halachic dispute if one can make personal requests on Rosh Hashana. R.
Yisrael Salanter allows for it because material needs are important to allow one to better serve God (see
Kochvei Ohr p. 262; alluded to in Bet Yosef 584). Similarly, R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Halichot
Shlomo 1:15).
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EXTRA: HALACHIC ADDENDUM

And that brings us to the siyum. The last Mishnah, as we noted, ends with the obligation

to pray as individuals versus having the prayer obligation fulfilled by the shaliach tzibbur.
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The Mishnah presents two opinions: that of the Rabbis (anonymously), according to which
both the shaliach #2ibbur and the individuals in the congregation capable of reciting the
prayer themselves (baki)" are obligated to say their own prayer (shemonah esrei); and that of
Rabban Gamliel, who holds that no individual is obligated to recite his own prayer, since

the shaliach tzibbur tulfills the prayer obligation for them all.

The Gemara proceeds to clarify the precise positions of the disputants and the operative
halacha (for a comprehensive summary, see Ritva RH 34b, s.v., matn’ mi shebeirach).
Ultimately, the Rabbis concede that, in principle, the shaliach tzibbur does have the power
to discharge the prayer obligation of everyone present in the synagogue; however, they
maintain that if an individual is capable of saying his own prayer (baki), he must say it
himself and, by rabbinic decree, his prayer obligation is not discharged by the shaliach
tzibbur. 'The Gemara then distinguishes between the prayers during the year from those of
Mussaf on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur of Yovel, both of which have nine long
special blessings, thus making their recital cumbersome (avshay) for the unfamiliar. In
practice (halacha le’maase), the Gemara states that we follow the opinion of Rabban Gamliel
on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur of Yovel, and the opinion of the Rabbis for the rest

of the year.

Now, given our understanding of the importance of the individual’s prayer as a time for
self-reflection and self-creation, how can it be that one’s prayer is fulfilled by someone else
— especially on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur?! Perhaps the answer is that the listener

tulfills his prayer only if he is attentive to every single word, concentrating his own personal

7'This nuance is brought out in the Gemara (34b).
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thoughts on the words said by the shaliach tzibbur. 'This level of concentration is so intense
that, today, it is held to be too difficult to achieve, and thus everyone recites their own
prayer (see, e.g., Tur OH 591:1, s.v. ve’achar she’igmor).® Alternatively, R. Yitzhak ibn Gei’at
(cited ibid.) records an earlier Geonic practice whereby everyone, at the very least, recited
the familiar seven-blessing Mussaf prayer and only then listened attentively to the shaliach

tzibbur. Accordingly, every individual spent time in personal self-reflection.

The Gemara ends with one more distinction that Rabban Gamliel made regarding the

power of the shaliach t3ibbur to discharge the prayer obligations of the community:
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Rabban Gamliel, ostensibly, holds that the shaliach tzibbur only discharges the prayer
obligation of those working in the fields and, by extension, anyone who, under duress
(anus), could not come to the synagogue (e.g., the elderly and infirm — Tur OH 591:1). The
commentaries debate whether this condition is exclusive — exempting only those under
duress (Yom Teruah, Chazon Ish) — or inclusive of Rabban Gamliel’s previous condition,
such that both those who come to the synagogue and listen attentively and those under

duress are exempt (Rif, Rabbeinu Hannanel).’
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9 See Schottenstein Talmnd, RH 35a, n. 12. Notably, the Rambam (Hil. Tef. 8:9-10) does not mention the
issue of anus at all. As the Beit Yosef (OH 591:1) explains, it is irrelevant: we follow Rabban Gamliel only
regarding Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur of the Yovel, when anyone unable to prepare the special
prayers propetly may rely on the shaliach tzibbur, whether or not he is anus. No one, however, is exempt

from attending the synagogue (see the following note).

Mois Navon © 9 www.DivreiNavon.com



http://www.divreinavon.com/

Be that as it may, we are again confronted with the question of prayer as a transformative
gesture. How can one’s prayer be fulfilled by another, especially if one does not even hear
the prayer being said?! The answer, I suggest, is that the fulfillment here is on the
communal level."’ Prayer is a religious obligation instituted in lieu of one’s obligation to
participate in the communal sacrifices (Ber. 26b, Shul”A 98:4). It is in this sense, and this
sense only, that the shaliach t3ibbur, as representative of the individuals of the community,
discharges the religious obligation (see Piskei Rid RH 352)."" The more fundamental aspect

of personal transformation, on the other hand, can only be performed by the individual."

10 Alternatively, the Beit Yosef (OH 591:1) explains the Rambam (Hil. Tef. 8:9) as holding that the
dispensation granted for the “people in the fields” rests solely on their inability to prepare their own
prayers and thus they may rely on the shaliach tzibbur — but only if they actually attend the synagogue, listen

to his prayer, and answer amen after each blessing.
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12 One may benefit from being included in the atonement of the community, but not as an individual.
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