Hashem from Near and Afar

Parasha Vayeira

1

2 Abraham came forward and said, “Will You also stamp out the righteous along with the

wicked? 2 What if there should be fifty righteous people in the midst of the city? Would You still
stamp it out rather than spare the place for the sake of the fifty righteous people within it? 2 J;
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We are indeed far away from Hashem. We are weighed

down, too, by our past; our good resolutions have
never lasted long. Is there any point in hoping? “Sin
deadens a person’s heart,” say Hazal.! And what of
-many sins, repeated year after year? We have never done

teshuva yet. What is really the point of hoping?

The yetzer persuades us into thinking that what be

wants is what we want. He infiltrates our very essence.
We never hear him say, “Yox need to do such and such
a thing”; it is always “J need....” On the other hand,
we hear the voice of the real “I”’ — the spiritual “I”” —
always speaking in the second person: “Wake up, why
are you sleeping...?” The yetzer has stolen our very
ego. He has implanted in us a veritable batred of our
true selves and hasin _ — our mortal
enemy. (See what Rabbenu Yona writes about this in
Sha‘arei Kedusha, sha‘ar 1.) If we love bim and hate
ourselves, what possible affinity can we have with lov-
ing God?
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“God madé man in His image.”® Just as God renews
creation every day, so should man renew his inner

being, his feelings and alertness, which constitute his
inner life. We must look at this in its deeper psycholog-
ical aspect. Sometimes one resolves to strengthen one-
self in Torah and mitzvot, but after a short while one’s
resolve fails and one finds oneself in the same state of
slackness as before. “Who can ascend the mountain of
God?’¢ — this is hard enough in all conscience; but
“who can stand in His holy place?”’ — to remain there
after one has reached it is the hardest task of all. The
yetzer will come up with plots and intrigues of all kinds
to throw the person down from his high position, some
>f them demonstrating intimate knowledge of psycho-
ogical factors.
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A careful look at our prayer book can give us much
consolation and hope, however far away we may be.
~V(Ll We commence the Shemoneb ‘Esreb by calling
God “our God.” He allows Himself to be identified as
“our” God — in spite of all our weaknesses, even our

rebellion. How can that be? It is because He values our.

thoughts of teshuva, our mussar learning, our endea-

vors to find some spiritual strength in our prayers.
—5(3) “The great, mighty and awesome God.” His
greatness — that is, His lovingkindness — is expressed
above all in His love for the Iowly. His might — in.
suppressing His “anger” against His wayward crea-
tures and showing mercy to those very far awa indeed.
(We can learn about His attributes only by referenceto
our own.) His awesomeness- lies in the inexpressible

love He shows to those lowly and despicable creatures
— onreelves.. ) B oot T

- ~2{5) “And who remembers the loving acts of the

Fathers and brings a redeemer to their children’s chil-
dren for His name’s sake (i.e., to reveal His attributes) in
love (i.e., to teach us His attribute of love).” He redeems
us, the distant ones, as if in payment for the merits of

the Avot; but nevertheless His attitude to us will not
be as one who helps out of a sense of duty, but ““in love”
— as an expression of_His infinite and boundless love.
~(6) “Who supports the falling.” “God supports all
the falling”;? even one who is already in the depths of
defilement and still falling will find that God, in His_
mercy, will support him. If he has only one spark of a
good thought, Hashem will heal him from his dire
disease and loosen all the cords with which his yetzer
has bound him, until he is able to stand on hi i
hope for the future.
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I-IaGaon Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik states a fundamental fewish truth:
... the very essence of prayer is the covenantal experience of being

together with and talking to God and that the concrete performance

such as the recitatigg of texts represents the technique of

implementation of prayer and not prayer itself {""The Lonely Man of
Faith,” Tradition 7:2, Summer 1965, p. 35).

Tl_:e text of the Siddur which lies before us is then no more than a vehicle to
facilitate what is truly the essence of prayer — avodah she'balev — service of ¥&
the heart, dialogue between person and God.

But overwhelming guestions spring to mind. Firstly, how can the humah

" being..a_minuscule element of the universe which God created, presume to

y what right did Avraham speak so familiarly with God? Had he not i\;lgg
before this (Gen. 17:1-27) entered into a covenant wit

circumcision was s :

WMMQWMM
greatness.and Your justice; how can I do so if Your behavior ars unjust?”’
Thus, Avraham's right to petition God, to challenge His conduct of the w.or,l,d‘
emerges from the partnership generated by the Covenant. Itisas a “ben brit.” a
~member of the covenant” that Av iti

engage his Creator in conversation? By what right do we stand before Him to
beseech or even to praise? Secondly, on whose behalf do we rightfully pray?
What is the nature of the interplay between the petitioner as an individual and
the broader society-community of which he is part; is there really such a thing
as_totally private prayer or.do we always represent a constituency beyond
ourselves? Thirdly, to what gualities in God do we appeal? As we attempt to
evoke responses from the Deity, can we identify with greater clarity which of
the relational qualities of God we desire to see exercised?

Surely these are not all the esgential questions about prayer, but the answers
will help us frame the nature of the experience of prayer of the heart.

I

When told by God that Sodom and Amorah. were to be destroyed, Avraham

responds with shocking audacity: ... DiFJ38 W, Avraham approached and
said: ‘Will You indee t,
18:23).

righteous with the wicked?' ** (Genesis

@ By What Right?

%

s . 17:1-27) ent i venant with God of which

Consequently he
r

On Behalf of Whom? .
It is both astonishing and instructive that the first formal petition by the rst

circumcized Jew was not on his own behalf, n

" nuclear Jewish people, — it was on behalf of strangers, human
beings whose lives were apparently of ultimate value to Avraham. Indeed,
according to many commentators, Avraham'’s initial petition of Gen. 18:23 was
an attempt not only to save the few righteous citizens of Sodom, but to rescue
even the evildoers in the merjt¢ i Rashi to Gen. 18:25).
Avraham already recognized that his covenantal duty was to risk offending
God Himself, to speak valiantly on behalf of the endangered humans — even

though_their own evil deeds had created the threat of Divine retribution.
©) For What Quality?
Wil the Judge of all the universe not act justly?l” (Gen. 18:25), Avraham

cries out. He is not casting about in the darkness to elicit G-d's positive
response. He has targeted a specific quali which inheres in God — the quality

of justice. Avraham felt what ev $ ined to
recognize: the fundamental expectation that God will act justly. It is preciselv

i3

After the dismal failure of the idolatrous prophets to gain any response from
their deity, Eliyahu “approaches,” X7 WK Wi
Elijah the prophet stepped near and said: Eter: m, Jsaac
and of Israel, letit be known this day that You are God in Israel and that _
am Your servant, and that 1 have done all these things at Your word.
Hear me O Eternal, hear me; that this people may know that You are the
Eternal God and that You have turned their heart back (I Kings, 18:36-

37).
God responded. Fire descended to consume the offering of Eliyahu, and the

faith of the Jewish people in their God was restored.

A. By What Right?

If Judah's petition was impassioned, if Avraham’s petition was audacious,
how can one describe the confrontational quality of Eliyahu’s? By what right
did he attemptto ” “ God to comply with his prayer? As a prophet — an
“|sh Elokim ...."” “‘a man of God in whose mouth is the true word of God” (I
Kings 17:24), Eliyahu had a relationship with God in which sometimes the

nd sometimes God took the initiative to assure that the Divine

prophet a 0
message would reach the Jewish people. It was precisely due to the constancy

and intimacy of his relationship to God that Eliyahu had the right to make an
otherwise unconscionable demand. ,

jo

A simple minhag may help answer these questions. Before we recite the
Amidah — prayer par excellence — we take three steps forward to symbolize
our awe in approaching the King of Kings. Rabbi Eleazar ben Judah (c. 1165 -
¢. 1230), author of the Sefer Rokeach, relates those three steps to the fact that —
as an introduction to a petition — the word w3, “‘and he approached,” appears.
three times in Tanach. Analysis of those three Biblical narratives will uncover
the_most fundamental elements of Jewish prayer.

fo~ The second time the word win, ~and he approached,” is-used in the context

of petition is in the story of Joseph and his brothers in Genesis Chapter 44.
Benjamin is accused of theft and is arrested by Joseph. Judah, who had
Arvut) for Benjamin’s well-bei is 43:
pleads for Benjamin's release. This petition is different from Avraham’s in
every essential element.

A. By What Right? o,

By what right did Judah petition the viceroy of Egypf? Certainly not as one
with a modicum of equality with Joseph. On the contrary, ludah emphasizes

) his 1

the disparity of their positions: Joseph i

is merely a “servant’’ pleadin
“Judah approached him.” Judah was not intimidated, did not simply abandon
his duty, his responsibility to his brother and his father, his quest to -
successfully complete his mission. Despite his lowly position, he pursues his
petition with force and passion.
B. On Behalf of Whom? :
Here too, the contrast between the petitions of Avraham and Judah could not
be sharper. Avraham’s was universalistic, without a shred of self-interest.
Judah’s is the paradigm of particularism — i i
execute his own responsibility, and its beneficiaries would be his father and
brother. Indeed only his petition’s success could avoid the bitter dissolution of

the household of Israel (Beit Yisrael). No wonder then at the force and passion

C. For What Quality?
Judah does not seek justice from Joseph. To the best of his knowledge,

Benjamin is guilty of the theft; Joseph's desire to imprison only the guilty
party, freeing the others to return to their father (Gen. 44:17), is fair and just.
In this situation justice will yield tragedy. Judah's petition therefore is far
mercy. He recalls Jacob’s prior bereavement and his reluctance to let Benjamin

l
LfB. On Behalf of Whom?

It is true that there w‘a_’%an element of self-interest in Eliyahu’s prayer — that
his own role of prophet bé affirmed (see Metzudat David to I Kings 18:36). It is
equally true that the entire Jewish people would benefit from being tutned back

to faith in God. However, in Eliyahu'’s prayer there is a new beneficiary — God

Himself. Eliyahu'’s plea for a miracle was based in part on his awareness that
God desires the worship of the Jewish people and that this was the propitious

moment _for God to regain _that commitment, .

Can one truly say that God has desires which mere mortals can satisfy, so
that we can plead with Him to act in His own interest? We can't, and yet we do!
It is a_central paradox of prayer, but Eliyahu charted a path which we have
extensively trodden since. As we shall see, our prayers are laden with petitions
on behalf of God. Like all the elements of petitional prayer, this element as well
has come to form part of the essential structure of our fixed prayer.

C. For What Quality?

Avraham did not tell God how to resolve the problem of Sodom; he only
asked for a resolution in which justice would be manifest. Judah did not tell
Joseph how to balance the diverse needs of justice and mercy; he asked only for
a resolution in which mercy would dominate. Similarly, while Eliyahu had
created a framework for the restoration of the relationship between God and
the Jewish people, he did not insist on a specific act. His petition was that in

e Genesis 44:18). Still, Tpm rox wm, -

that moment of opportunity a_particular quality of God be revealed — the

quality of Divine presence, of “’Gilui Shechinah.” Whatever circumstances had §—

previously caused the presence of God to be hidden from the Jewish people,
whether the sinfuiness of the people or the withdrawal of God, now was_the
time for those obscuring clouds to be banished and for the full glory of God’s
invalvement and concern for His people to be revealed.

o




BY WHAT RIGHT FOR WHOM FOR WHAT QUALITY
As “ben brit” — . .
AVRAHAM party to a covenant Mankind Justice
3 Self and Family —
= JUDAH As servant the Jewish People Mercy
As prophet —
ELIYAHU party t0 a COMINUOLS | God Himself Presence — Revelation
and intimate .
retationship with God

o
How do we explain our right to appear before God to speak our personal
petitions? At the very beginning of the Amidah we identify ourselves as b'nei
brit. parties to a covenant with God. As HaGaon Rav Soloveitchik asserts:
The fact that we commence the recital of the “’Eighteen Benedictions”” by
addressing ourselves to the God of Abraham, Isaac_and Jacob, is

indicative of the covenantal relationship which, in the opinion of our

sages, lies at the very root of prayer. (I he Lonely Man of Faith,” p. 35)
But, if that first blessing of Avot presents us as partners with God, the

second, the blessing of Gevurot, presents us as God's subjects and servants,

_needful of His kindness and mercy, of His_support and His healing. The

constant prayerful affirmation of God as King in the Amidah and elsewhere is
our reminder to ourselves that we address Him as subjects and servants.

It is obvious that we could not, as Eliyahu did, petition God based on our
being prophets, but we come as close to that as truthfulness and integrity allow.
We engage in a constant and intimate relationship wi one analogous
to that of the angels who daily praise God. This is the key to the third blessing
of the Amidah, and explains why we appropriate the Kedushah, with which

3

It is worth noting further that while the petitions of Judah and Eliyahu
involved personal benefit to them, such personal welfare was not central in
their prayer, but was rather subsumed within their outward perspective.
Likewise, the entire Amidah, and the bulk of all of our prayer, is in the plural,
not in the singular. As HaGaon Rav Soloveitchik forcefully contends:

the universe itself declares the holiness of God.

ﬂ The paradigmatic character of the petitions of Avraham, Judah and Eliyahu

extends as well to the guestion of for whom we pray. That our prayer
fluctuates in broad swings between the universalistic and the particularistic is
clear. One need only compare the ninth blessing of the Amidah, with its plea
for God’s blessing for the entire earth, to the tenth with its particularistic
pleading for the ingathering of the exiled Jewish people into the land of Israel.
But beyond any human benefit, we, like Eliyahu, audaciously base our
petitions on benefit to God Himself. In the very first blessing of the Amidah we
remind God of His promise to send a redeemer, not for our sake, but yyn
4nw, “for the sake of His Own Name.”” Likewise in the seventh blessing of the
Amidah we directly petition God to redeem us only nw jwn¥, “for the sake of
Your name.” In our prayers, we repeatedly note that the fate of the Jewish
people is a reflection on God’s greatness and holiness, and that, therefore,
God’s attentiveness to our well being, even when we do not deserve it, is

Man should avoid praying for himself alone. The plural form of prayer is
of central Halachic significance. When disaster strikes, one must not be

immersed completely in his own passional destiny, thinking exclusively
of himself, being concerned only with himself, and petitioning God
merely for himself. The foundation of efficacious and noble prayer is
human solidarity and sympathy or the convenantal awareness of
existential togethernyss, of sharing and experiencing the travail and
suffering of [others] (The Lonely Man of Faith,” pp. 37-38).

In a third and final way, these three models of petiﬁonil'praﬁer infuse our
own praying. Like Avraham, Judah and Eliyahu, we do not attempt to bind the

hands of God to do our will through sFecific acts. We present a problem to
God, a concern, a worry; we tell Him that we are su ering, that our exile has

been too long, that illness afflicts us, that we need wisdom and wise leaders. We

then_ask Him to help us, but in ways that would manifest Divine gualities.
Which qualities do we seek? That of justice, as explicitly found in the eleventh
blessing of the Amidah; and obviously that of mercy which runs as an
undercurrent in almost all of the petitions and bursts into words in the first, the
fourth, the sixth, the eighth, the eleventh, the fourteenth, the sixteenth, the
seventeenth, the eighteenth and the nineteenth blessings. .

20 But, we are not satisfied even with Divine mercy. We urgently :li‘esire one

further quality, the Divine presénce. As we cry out in the seventeen

[+

human history. We therefore plead for Gilui Shechinah — for a revelation of

2

e Amidah, “May our eyes behold Your retumn to Zion in comEassion.f’__VVi
have tired of “hester panim,” of the hiddeness of the Shechinah. We can no
H-Jonger bear the precariousness of our physical and spiritual existence without
‘the Beit HaMiFsasF and without God's manifest hand in the governance of

necessary, in order, so to speak, to protect His reputation in the world.
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Blessed are You, HASHEM, our God, King of the universe, Who gives
‘1 sight to the blind.2- .

Blessed are You, HasHeM, our God, King of the universe, Who
s clothes the naked.

Blessed are You, HasHeEM, our God, King of the universe, Who
4 releases the bound.? .

Blessed are You, HASHEM, our God, King of the universe, Who
¢ straightens the bent.3

5% HasHeM shall reign for all etermty. (HASHEM — His kingdom is
established forever and ever.) When Pharagh’s cavalry came — with his
chariots and horsemen — into the sea and HASHEM turned back the
waters of the sea upon them, the Children of Israel walked on the dry
bed amid the sea. Charuan— For the sovereignty is HASHEM's* and He
rules over nations. The saviors* will ascend Mount Zion to judge
Esau’s mountain, and the kingdom will be HasHEM's.* Then HasHEM
will be King* over all the world, on that day HasHeM will be One and
His Name will be One.™ (And in Your Torah it is writtens Hear O Israel:
HasHEM is our God, HASHEM, the One and Only.%) . .

331‘753 Halleluyah! For it is good* to make music to our God, for

" praise is pleasant and befitting. The Builder of Jerusalem is
HasHeM, the outcast of Israel He will gather in. He is the Healer of the
broken-hearted, and the One Who binds up their sorrows. He counts
the number of the stars,* to all of them He assigns names. Great is our
Lord and abundant in strength, His understanding is beyond
calculation. HASHEM encourages the humble, He lowers the
wicked down to the ground. Call out to HASHEM with thanks, with
the harp sing to our God — Who covers the heavens. with clouds,
Who prepares rain for the earth, Who makes mountains sprout with
grass. He gives to an animal its food, to young ravens that cry. out.
Nof in the strength of the horse does He desire, and not in the legs
of man* does He favor. HasHEM favors those who fear Him, those
who hope for His kindness. Praise HasHEM, O Jerusalem, laud your
God, O Zion. For He has strengthened the bars* of your gates,

1
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But there is no need to despair. On the contrary, the
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manifest, God’s besed is revealed with greater intensiry

in His care for the far away than in His care for the
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near. Hazal say, “In the place where ba'aley teshuva

stand, tsaddikim gemurim cannot stand.”® We have
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explained elsewhere that thisis because the tsaddik gets
where he is by his own efforts, while the ba‘al teshuva

receives new _powers from Hashem, and thus r $
infinite mercies to an _incomparably greater

extent.?
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4 On the third day, Abraham raised his eyes and perceived the place from afar. > And Abraham
said to his young men, “Stay here by yourselves with the donkey, while | and the lad will go
yonder; we will worship and we will return to youw.” '

2l

sbn. 14 And Abraham called the name of that site

mountain HASHEM will be seen.
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(7) “And keeps faith with those who sleep in the
dust.” Even if we think there is no hope, holiness has
left us, spirituality is dead and gone — but it is not so!
The soul never dies; this is only a kind of sleep. Our
Creator has promised us to revive the dead. And if

bodily life can be regenerated, how much more spiritual

life! Repentance is always a valid option. “I will put a .

_new spirit within you.”® “He keeps his faith with those
who are [spiritually] asleep,” and we can rely on Him
and declare: “You are indeed faithful to revive the -
dead.” Therefore: no despair!

. 42 To sum up: Do not worry, however far away YOou may

e; arouse yourself, make a move, and Hashem will
bring you near, His ways are holy, and if we cannot
grasp_them, we trust in Him; He is trustworthy “to
revive the dead.”
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4427 Abraham ar ose early in the morming to the place where he had stood before HASHEM, 28 And

he gaze

own upon Sodom and Gomorrah and the entire surface o the land of the plain; and

saw — and behold! the smoke of the earth rose like the smoke of a kiln. » And so it was when

Goc.l destroyed the cities of the plain that God remembered Abraham; so He sent Lot from
amzd_gt.&e_uphgam),hegﬂ_g gzggz;gmgd the cities in which Lot had lived.
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