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The Nature of Prayer

The nature of prayer is somewhat paradoxical. How could man speak to G-d?  How could a mere finite mortal influence a transcending infinite plane?  How does one know what to say?  All these questions need to be answered and can be best understood after research into the origin of prayer.


The ability to pray and converse with G-d plays a central role in the Bible.  However, it is not clear whether or not every time one is conversing with G-d or asking something from Him, one is praying.  In the Bible the word תפלה or the verb form להתפלל are used scarcely in the Bible.  However, the Midrash in various places tries to link other terminology with prayer, broadening what is considered prayer.


There is a disagreement between the various Halachic authorities as to the nature of the commandment in the Torah to pray.  In the Torah it is written 
 :

"ועבדת את ד' אלקיכם - And you shall serve Hashem your G-d." The Midrash explains that the term "עבודה" refers to service of the heart, which is defined as prayer.


Maimonides 
 explains that there is a commandment to pray everyday.  However, the language and times were set by the rabbis.   Nachmonides argues that the commandment of prayer is only in times of need but not everyday.  The idea of praying all day is entirely rabbinical.  


In a superficial glance at prayer in the Bible the argument of Nachmonides is very convincing.   The term "תפלה" is mentioned in the five books of the Chumash only three times.  Each time it is used in reference to calling out to G-d in a time of need.  However, through a closer look through the lens of the Midrashic literature the concept of daily prayer regardless of the situation one is in, is very prevalent in the Bible.  This is portrayed both in the prayers of the forefathers, Moses, and throughout the prophets.


The term "להתפלל" is first mentioned by Abraham when he is requested to pray for the welfare of Avimelech after he was punished for kidnapping Sarah.   G-d tells Avimelech in a dream 
  "ועתה השב אשת-האיש כי-נביא הוא ויתפלל בעדך וחיה ואם-אינך משיב  דע כי-מות תמות אתה וכל-אשר-לך - And now return the wife of the man because he is a prophet and he will pray on your behalf and you will live.  And if you do not return (Sarah) know that you will surely die along with all that you have."  Rashbam explains 
:  that Avimelech needed heavenly mercy since the divine decree has already started.  In this instance prayer is employed when Avimelech is in despair and his only hope is for G-d to heal him and bring him out of his situation.  The prayer is not a preventive measure but rather used only used when necessary like described by Nachmonides.


The second time the term is used is by Moses.  He uses the term twice when need to implore on behalf of the nation of Israel in order to remove a punishment that has already been bestowed upon them. In the second instance the Nation of Israel has sinned after the death of Aaron they complain about the difficult journey in the dessert.  Hashem sends  poisonous serpents that bite the complainers and kills them.  The Torah States: במדבר פרק כא ז  
ויבא העם אל-משה ויאמרו חטאנו כי-דברנו בה' ובך התפלל אל-ה' ויסר מעלינו את-הנחש ויתפלל משה בעד העם:
And the nation came to Moses and they said 'we have sinned because we spoke (wrongly) with Hashem  And you should pray to Hashem and he will remove the serpent from upon us.  And Moses prayed for the nation.

Again, prayer is employed after the Nation of Israel find themselves in a dangerous situation and need the snake to be removed.  This also supports Nachmonides' opinion that Biblical prayer is required only to save oneself for danger.  


The term "תפלה" or "להתפלל" is not used again in the five books of the Torah.  It is not used in Joshua or Judges.  The term is next found in the beginning of Samuel I.  Hannah who is childless and also emotionally abused by her husband's other wife cries out in prayer for G-d's help.  The scripture reads: 

והיא מרת נפש ותתפלל על-יהוה ובכה תבכה:
 In her wretchedness, she prayed to the Lord, weeping all the while. 


Only after she was in the bitter depths do we find prayer mentioned in the scripture.  This also supports Nachmonides' opinion that prayer is only after one is already in need of Hashem's help to get out of a situation of despair.


This biblical conception of prayer is broken in the second chapter of Samuel I.  In this chapter Hannah gives Samuel over to Eli the Cohen.  When she brings him to the Mishkan  she recites a prayer of thanks and gratitude for answering her prayers and giving her her first child Samuel.  This prayer is not at a moment of despair.  On the contrary, this is at a moment of happiness and triumph.


The scripture reads:

שמואל א פרק ב 

 פרק ב 

א ותתפלל חנה ותאמר עלץ לבי ביהוה רמה קרני ביהוה רחב פי על-אויבי כי שמחתי בישועתך: 

ב אין-קדוש כיהוה כי-אין בלתך ואין צור כאלהינו: 

ג אל-תרבו תדברו גבהה גבהה יצא עתק מפיכם כי אל דעות יהוה )ולא( ]ולו[ נתכנו עללות: 

ד קשת גברים חתים ונכשלים אזרו-חיל: 

ה שבעים בלחם נשכרו ורעבים חדלו עד-עקרה ילדה שבעה ורבת בנים אמללה: 

ו יהוה ממית ומחיה מוריד שאול ויעל: 

ז יהוה מוריש ומעשיר משפיל אף-מרומם: 

ח מקים מעפר דל מאשפת ירים אביון להושיב עם-נדיבים וכסא כבוד ינחלם כי ליהוה מצקי ארץ וישת עליהם תבל: 

ט רגלי )חסידו( ]חסידיו[ ישמר ורשעים בחשך ידמו כי-לא בכח יגבר-איש: 

י יהוה יחתו )מריבו( ]מריביו[ )עלו( ]עליו[ בשמים ירעם יהוה ידין אפסי-ארץ ויתן-עז למלכו וירם קרן משיחו:

1 And Hannah prayed: My heart exults in the Lord; I have triumphed through the Lord.I gloat over my enemies;I rejoice in Your deliverance. 
2 There is no holy one like the Lord,Truly, there is none beside You;There is no rock like our God. 
3 Talk no more with lofty pride,Let no arrogance cross your lips!For the Lord is an all-knowing God;By Him actions are measured. 
4 The bows of the mighty are broken, And the faltering are girded with strength.
5 Men once sated must hire out for bread;Men once hungry hunger no more. While the barren woman bears seven,The mother of many is forlorn.
6 The Lord deals death and gives life,Casts down into Sheol and raises up.
7 The Lord makes poor and makes rich;He casts down, He also lifts high.
8 He raises the poor from the dust,Lifts up the needy from the dunghill, Setting them with nobles,Granting them seats of honor.For the pillars of the earth are the Lord's; He has set the world upon them.
9 He guards the steps of His faithful,But the wicked perish in darkness--For not by strength shall man prevail. 
10 The foes of the Lord shall be shattered;He will thunder against them in the heavens. The Lord will judge the ends of the earth.He will give power to His king,And triumph to His anointed one. 

This is clearly not a prayer of someone in despair.  However, one can argue the use of the term "ויתפלל" is used in conjunction with the first verse which talks of deliverance.  However, the term seems to be described that action of Hannah reciting the entire prayer.   


The new usage adds an entirely new dimension to prayer.  It is an ongoing relationship that one prays when they do not have and one prays when they do.  The Rabbis felt fit to glorify this prayer and to find root of this type of prayer in five books of the Bible.  One can argue that after seeing this wonderful insight about prayer in the prophets it was essential to find a Biblical source.  This would work very well with Maimonides' approach to prayer that a one must pray every day regardless of the situation.  However one may variably argue that the rabbis wanted to justify the making of their own daily service by finding concept of prayer in all situations Biblical..  This would grant greater authority to their institution of daily prayer.  


The glorification of Hanna's prayer can be find in a variety of ways.  The Rosh Hashanna Prayer service, one of the holiest prayer's of the year, was fashioned in a model similar to Hanna's prayer.


The Midrash states: מדרש תנחומא וירא סימן א
ולמה מתפללין בראש השנה תשעה ברכות אמר רבא בר חנינא כנגד תשעה אזכרות שאמרה חנה בתפלתה (שמואל א ב) מן ותתפלל חנה ואילך,
And way do we pray on this First of the Year Nine Blessings?  Rava the son of Chanina says in accordance with nine mentionings of G-d's name that Hannah said in her prayer…


Furthermore, Hanna's prayer was chosen to be the selection read for the Haftorah on Rosh Hashanna.

Search for other forms of prayer in Biblical literature is also prevalent in the Midrash.

The Midrash states: מדרש רבה דברים פרשה ב
א"ר יוחנן עשרה לשונות נקראת תפלה ואלו הן:
Rabbi Yohannan says there are ten different terms for prayer .  And they are:

1. שועה. 

2. צעקה.

3.  נאקה.

4.  רנה.

5.  פגיעה.

6.  ביצור.

7.  קריאה.

8.  ניפול.

9.  ופילול.

10.  ותחנונים.


The Midrash than goes on to explain the source that these terms are terms of prayer.  Once the terms have broadened, there are now numerous instances in the Bible where prayer is done differently in a variety of situations.  Once we have seen from Hanna that prayer includes more it now opens the eye to look at other conversations with G-d and determine if they are considered prayer.  The difference of terms probably denotes the different modes that prayer can be applied.

The application of other terms is widely used by the rabbis when constructing the prayer service.  Since, the prayer service is daily and is not only requests but consists of thanks and other such praises other terms for prayer must be used.  The Talmud states:

איתמר רבי יוסי ברבי חנינא אמר תפלות אבות תקנום רבי יהושע בן לוי אמר תפלות כנגד תמידין תקנום תניא כוותיה דר' יוסי ברבי חנינא ותניא כוותיה דרבי יהושע בן לוי תניא כוותיה דרבי יוסי בר' חנינא אברהם תקן תפלת שחרית שנא' וישכם אברהם בבקר אל המקום אשר עמד שם ואין עמידה אלא תפלה שנאמר ויעמד פינחס ויפלל 

יצחק תקן תפלת מנחה שנאמר ויצא יצחק לשוח בשדה לפנות ערב ואין שיחה אלא תפלה שנאמר תפלה לעני כי יעטף ולפני ה' ישפוך שיחו 

יעקב תקן תפלת ערבית שנאמר ויפגע במקום וילן שם ואין פגיעה אלא תפלה שנאמר ואתה אל תתפלל בעד העם הזה ואל תשא בעדם רנה ותפלה ואל תפגע בי

It is said: Rabbi Yosse the son of Rabbi Haninna says, The prayers were established by the forefathers...Abraham established the mourning prayer...Isaac established the evening prayer...Jacob established the evening prayer....


In this Midrash, our sages link our daily prayer service to the ongoing relationship that our forefathers had with G-d.  The terms used to describe the forefathers conversations with G-d have been identified as prayer as well.  Not only are they considered prayer but they are also the foundation of our daily prayer service.  Abraham is praying to spare Sedom, Yitzchak is conversing in the field and Jacob is taking a nap in which he envision a prophetical dream.  All these experiences which glorify a relationship with G-d in a variety of circumstances are associated with prayer.  This association is necessary for the rabbis who are instilling the daily prayer service and teach us about the nature of prayer.


Although, prayer can be found in a variety of terms perhaps the biblical choice to only use the term "תפלה" when in despair and a situation of need is meant to tell the reader something about the nature of prayer.  The most natural time for a human to react by turning to G-d is in a time of despair.  This is because of the severity of the situation the person sees as his only hope is G-d.  Seeing that there is no natural solution to the situation, the person becomes aware of his dependency on the supernatural.  When a person shows dependency on another he expresses a close relationship.  As a result of this close relationship created through the dependency on G-d, it is only natural for salvation to be delivered.  Since G-d is merciful to those close to him.  The dependency is what brings one close.  However, in order to really create a relationship this dependency must be continuous and seen in a variety of situations.  


If prayer would have been exclusively for times of despair it might have denoted something resembling a business transaction.  Man prays to G-d and offers his servitude in exchange for help in the situation.  Although, it is a high level to realize ones dependency on G-d, this is not the way it was meant to be.   Prayer is a way that man reflects his close relationship with g-d, which as a result of that relationship G-d will save him.  This is seen  clearly after the term for prayer is used for times of victory as well.  In such a situation when there is nothing to ask for if it were a transaction there would be no reason to pray.  If  it is an ongoing relationship then there is no better opportunity to express that than in times of triumph.  


This is expressed in Hanna's prayer before the deliverance and afterwards.  It is therefore very fitting to be a focal point for the First of the Year, which is also the Day of Judgment.  If ones relationship with G-d is seen in a variety of situation he will certainly be judged favorably by Hashem.  This is perhaps the lesson of the Torah opened to us through the eyes of Midrash.  Prayer is about expressing ones dependency and closeness to G-d.  However, that closeness will be strengthened if expressed in a variety of situations.  We do not speak to G-d as part of our business dealing nor do we offer gifts to influence Him.  We express and fuel our close relationship which can yield certain results.  Prayer is a way to set the stage for a close relationship with G-d.  

�Exodus Chapter 23 verse 25


�Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Prayer Chapter 1 lawa 1-4 &  Book of Mizvot Aseh # 5 and commentary of Nachmonides there.  Also see Sefer Hachinuch Mitzva 333
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