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Needing a License to Pray

Given the initial unbridgeable gap that exists between man and God,
how can man even fathom the possibility of prayer? After all, the Rav
would say, could anyone imagine walking in on the President of the

United States without a formal invitation? What makes man think that
he can even speak to the Creator or that the Creator should care to listen?
Where does man ggt the chutzpw_cﬁsﬁ_ﬁndl-— '

The Rav approached this issue from a number of different perspec-
tives overtime. As Rav Lichtenstein has pointed out, the Rav spoke of
two types of “permission.”

One is to be found in tefillah jtself: the praise which comprises

li the frst three berakhot {of the Amidah] “allows” the subsequent

requests. Furthermore, the juxtaposition of the last berakhah before
the Shemoneh Esreh (which has redemption as its theme) and the
tefillah itself also provides “permission” of a sort (this juxtaposition

\(,, is known as semikhat ge'ulah letefillah). The same applies to the

[

34

1
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recitation of Pesukei DeZimra in the earlier part of the prayer service.
The very joining of the different levels of the tefillah constitutes its
“permission.”
ittt

In halakhic terms, the Rav often referred to the necessity of alicense
or mattir to pray; this provides a major framework for his analysis of the
structure of the Siddur, where each section is a pretequisite for the one
whi:c:}ﬁ—oﬂows.zs '

The second type of permission is the obligation of pra);er itself, Prayer
is possible because we are commanded to pray; itis, a:f'tﬁé;'a'il\,";'ﬂﬁt.zvah, as
we have already mentioned. Bound up in the nom;‘sﬁ-ém,s the
conmthere were no permission 6 pray, then there
could be no obligation. Even more fundamentally, prayer is possible
because of historical precedent. The Gemara (Berakhot 26b) informs us
that “prayer was established by the Avot.” Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses,
Hannah, David, and Solomon all prayed and, by so doing, they gave the
rest of us permission to do so as well.

Similarly, the Rav reported that he heard from his father who heard
from his grandfather that even though there is a dispute between Mai-
monides and Nahmanides about whether prayer is from the Torah or
DeRabbanan, it must be that Maimonides is correct. Despite Nahma-
nides’ proofs, argued R. Hayyim, how could one possibly imagine the
Jewish people without prayer? Did the Jewish people have to wait fora
decree by the Rabbis in order to pray to the Master of the universe?*®
Subsequently, the Rav took the sentiment expressed by R. Hayyim one

step further:

Prayer is a vital necessity for the religious individual. He cannot
conceal his thoughts and his feelings, his vacillations and his struggles,
his yearnings and his wishes, his despair and his bitterness - in a
word, the great wealth stored away in his religious consciousness ~ in
the depths of his soul. Suppressing liturgical expression is simply
impossible: prayer is a necessity. Vital vibrant religiosity cannot

sustain itself without prayer. In sum, prayer is justified because it is
impossible to exist without it

This version of a mattir is different in that it claims that no matfir i

really necessary after all. Prayer is inevitable.”
B M»—*"MN
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[- That prayer is even possible, however, remains a gift. It is, as Rashi

says, a matnat hinam, a free gift, a hesed, or act of lovingkindness that

God provided to man, to allow him to speak to Him, to confide in Him.

. When Moses tells Benei Yisrael that he sought permission from God to

@ enter the Land of Israel, he recount$, “I entreated [13nnRY] God on that
(p day saying” (Deut. 3:23), whereupan Rashi comments: a

v [The word? 13317 [and its derivatives] in all cases is an expression
? signifying [requesting] a free gift. Even though the righteous may
base a request on the merit of their good deeds, they request onlya |
[ free gift of the Omnipresent. ’ ‘

\ -
Said the Rav, this is true not only of a specific request, but of prayer |
itself: JnR2 YR Yo Hx mnAR G073 K13X 700 972 3K - “But as
for me, in the abundance of Your lovingkindness will I come into Your house;
I'will bow down toward Your holy temple in the fear of You” {Ps. 5:8). i

@lav Lichtenstein has observed that the Rav grew troubled over time by tne
ocus on the mattir, leaving him to de-emphasize it in his subsequent thought.

@ Rav Lichtenstein attributes this change to three factors. First the Rav always -
rethought matters. Second, in many areas his thought moved over the yearsin a

-

. ~X1 more humanizing direction, from the epistemological to the existential, engaged

.—F o/ with amg sensit:ive' to human needs, agonies and hopes. Third, in Wordswér&’s
phrase, “a deep distress hath humanized my soul” (Elegiac Stanzas 1:36) ~ his

W led him to soften and ameliorate his position on the avaﬂabﬂit}'&?
prayer to man. See Ziegler, Majesty and Humilit, . »- Honag
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