
Three Approaches to Prayer 
I. Prayer in the thought of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik 

1. Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Worship of the Heart, p. 2 

When I speak about the philosophy of prayer or Shema, I do not claim universal validity for my conclusions. I am not 
lecturing on philosophy of prayer as such, but on prayer as understood, experienced, and enjoyed by an individual. I ac-
quaint you with my own personal experience. Whether, taking into consideration the differences between minds and the 
peculiarities of the individual, my experience can be detached from my idiosyncrasies and transferred to others, I do not 
know. 

2. Yerushalmi Berakhot 2:4 

The great Rebbi Ḥiyya said: I never managed to pray with 
intent, but one time I made an effort to concentrate and I 
started to think and said to myself, who enters first before 
the king, the ἀργαπέτης [Commander of the Palace] or the 
Resh Galuta? Samuel said: I counted chicks. Rebbi Abun 
bar Ḥiyya said: I counted stone rows. Rebbi Mattaniah 
said: I am thankful to my head that when I come to 
Modim it bends down by itself. 

 ׳ד הכלה ׳ב הנשמ תוכרב תכסמ ימלשורי דומלת .2 

 ןמָזְ דחַ אלָּאֶ תינִוְוכַ אלֹ ימָוֹי ןמִ אנָאֲ אבָּוּר איָיחִ יבִּרִ רמַאָ

 אכָּלְמַ יוֹמוֹק לילֵעֲ ןאמַ תירִמְאָֽוְ יבִּלִבְּ תירִהָרְהִוְ אנָוְּכַמְ יעִבָּ

 תינִמָ אנָאֲ רמַאָ לאֵוּמשְׁ .אתָוּלגָּ שׁירֵ וֹא אסָּבֶּקַרְאַ ימִדָקְ
 רמַאָ .איָּסִוֹמדֵּ תינִמָ אנָאֲ רמַאָ איָיחִ רבַּ ןוּבּ יבִּרִ .איָּחַוֹרפְאֶ

 םידִוֹמ יטֵמָ הוָהֲ דכַדְּ ישִׁארֹלְ וּביטִ קזֵּחַמְ אנָאֲ היָנְתַּמַ יבִּרִ
 .הּימֵרְגַּמִ ערַכָ אוּה

3. Sefer ha-Ikkarim, IV:18 

The reason which leads men to doubt the efficacy of prayer 
is the same as that which leads them to deny God’s 
knowledge. Their argument is as follows: Either God has 
determined that a given person shall receive a given benefit, 
or He has not so determined. If He has determined, there 
is no need of prayer; and if He has not determined, how 
can prayer avail to change God’s will that He should now 
determine to benefit the person, when He had not so de-
termined before? For God does not change from a state of 
willing to a state of not willing, or vice versa. For this reason 
they say that right conduct is of no avail for receiving a 
good from God. 

 ח״י קרפ ,׳ד רמאמ םירקעה רפס .3 

 איבהש המַלְ בורק ,הלפתב קפקפל םישנאה איבהש המ

 טלמי אלש ׃םירמוא םהש הזו .םשה תעידי קלסל םתוא
 וא המ שיא לע המ בוט םשהמ רזגנש םא הקולחמ רבדה

 ליעות ךיא רזגנ אל םאו ,הלפת ךירצ ןיא רזגנ םאו .רזגנ אל
 ,רזגנ אלש רחא בוט וילע רוזגל םשה ןוצר תונשל הלפתה

 ןוצר אלמ אלו ןוצר אל לא ןוצרה ןמ םשה הנתשי אלש

 לא השעמה ןורשכ ליעוי אלש ורמאי הז רובעבו ,ןוצר לא
 .המ בוט ורובעב םשהמ םדאל עיגיש

  



i. prayer’s not-so-centrality 

4. Shabbat 10a 

Rava saw Rav Hamnuna, who was prolonging his prayer. 
He said about him: They abandon eternal life [the study of 
Torah] and engage in temporal life [prayer]. And Rav 
Hamnuna held that the time for prayer is distinct and the 
time for Torah is distinct. 

 ׳א דומע ׳י ףד תבש תכסמ ילבב דומלת .4 

 :רמַאֲ .הּיתֵוֹלצְבִּ ךְירֵאֲמַ אקָדְּ אנָוּנמְהַ ברַלְ הּייֵזְחַ אבָרָ

 הלָּפִתְּ ןמַזְ רבַסָ אוּהוְ .העָשָׁ ייֵּחַבְּ םיקִסְוֹעוְ ,םלָוֹע ייֵּחַ ןיחִינִּמַ
 .דוּחלְ הרָוֹתּ ןמַזְוּ דוּחלְ

5. Rambam, M.T., Laws of Prayer 6:8 

A person who is involved in the study of Torah when the 
time for prayer arrives must stop and pray. If the study of 
Torah is his full-time occupation and he does not work at 
all, and he is involved in the study of Torah at the time of 
prayer, he need not stop, since the commandment of the 
study of Torah is greater that the commandment of prayer. 

 ׳ח הכלה ׳ו קרפ הליפת תוכלה ם״במרל הרות הנשמ .5 

 קסֵוֹפּ הלָּפִתְּהַ ןמַזְ עַיגִּהִוְ הרָוֹתּ דוּמלְתַבְּ קסֵוֹע היָהָשֶׁ ימִ

 הכָאלָמְ השֶׂוֹע וֹניאֵוְ וֹתוּנמָּאֻ וֹתרָוֹתּ התָיְהָ םאִוְ .ללֵּפַּתְמִוּ
 תוַצְמִּשֶׁ ,קסֵוֹפּ וֹניאֵ וֹתלָּפִתְּ תעַשְׁבִּ הרָוֹתּבַּ קסֵוֹע היָהָוְ ללָכְּ

 .הלָּפִתְּ תוַצְמִּמִ הלָוֹדגְּ הרָוֹתּ דוּמלְתַּ

6. Megillah 27a 

And R. Pappi said in the name of Rava: to convert a syna-
gogue into a Beit Midrash – permitted; to convert a Beit 
Midrash into a synagogue – prohibited. 

 ׳א דומע ז״כ ףד הליגמ תכסמ ילבב דומלת .6 

 – ןנַבָּרַ יבֵלְ אתָּשְׁינִכְ יבֵּמִ :אבָרָדְּ הּימֵשְּׁמִ יפִּפַּ ברַ רמַאָוְ
 .ריסִאֲ – אתָּשְׁינִכְ יבֵלְ ןנַבָּרַ יבֵּמִ ,ירֵשְׁ

7. Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, Prayer in the Teachings of Rav Soloveitchik 

Those closest to him remember with admiration not only his brilliant lectures but also the broken heart filled with longing 
which characterized his stance as a servant of God standing before his Master during the Ne‘ila prayer on Yom Kippur, 
and the ecstasy and power which burst forth during his recitation of Nishmat Kol Ḥai at the Seder table. 

ii. permission to pray 

8. Berakhot 31a 

Rav Hamnuna said: How many significant halakhot can 
be derived from these verses of the prayer of Hannah? … 
“So Eli thought her to be drunk,” from here we learn that 
a drunk person is forbidden to pray. 

 ׳א דומע א״ל ףד תוכרב תכסמ ילבב דומלת .8 

 עמַשְׁמִלְ אכָּיאִ אתָוֹורָבָּגִּ אתָכְלְהִ המָּכַּ :אנָוּנמְהַ ברַ רמַאָ

 ןאכָּמִ – ״הרָכֹּשִׁלְ ילִעֵ הָבֶשְׁחְיַּוַ״ ... .הנָּחַדְ יאֵרָקְ ינֵהָמֵ

 .ללֵּפַּתְהִלְ רוּסאָ רוֹכּשִּׁשֶׁ



9. Berakhot 25a 

Rav Huna said: One whose garment was tied around his 
waist, [i.e., he was bare above the waist,] is permitted to re-
cite Shema. … [25b] But for the Amidah, one must cover 
one’s heart. 

 ׳א דומע ה״כ ףד תוכרב תכסמ ילבב דומלת .9 

 רתָּוּמ – וינָתְמׇ לעַ וֹל הרָוּגחֲ וֹתילִּטַ התָיְהָ :אנָוּה ברַ רמַאָ
 תאֶ הסֶּכַיְּשֶׁ דעַ הלָּפִתְלִ לבָאֲ ]ב״ע[ ... .עמַשְׁ תאַירִקְ תוֹרקְלִ

 .וֹבּלִ

9a. Rashi, Ibid. s.v. aval litefillah 

It is necessary that he see himself as though he is stood be-
fore the King and stand in awe. But for Shema one is not 
speaking before the King. 

 ״הליפתל לבא״ ה״ד םש י”שר .א9 

	דומעלו	ךלמה	ינפל	דמועכ	ומצע	תא	תוארהל	אוה	ךירצ
	:ךלמה	ינפל	רבדמ	וניא	ש״ק	לבא	.המיאב

10. Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Worship of the Heart pp. 149–150 

Relating to God through speech and supplication appears to our sages as a brazen and adventurous activity. How can 
mortal man, who is today here and tomorrow in the grave, approach the supreme King, the Holy One blessed be He? 
Does an ordinary subject have the license to speak to a great and exalted King and petition him for his needs? 

… If this is the case, what is the character of prayer? The whole substance of prayer as petition and supplication for man’s 
petty needs, as we have indicated, is puzzling and beyond our ken. Can man attain a foothold within Divine transcend-
ence? Can he shower Him with a plethora of insignificant matters? 

11. Rambam, Sefer ha-Mitzvot, Positive Mitzvah 5 

That we are commanded to serve Him, which is expressed 
many times, … the language of the Sifrei is “serve Him,” 
this is prayer. 

 ׳ה השע תוצמ ם״במרל תוצמה רפס .11 

 ןושלו ... ,םימעפ יווצה הז לפכנ רבכו ,ודבעל ונוצש אוה

 .הלפת וז ״ודבעלו״ ירפס

12. Berakhot 31a 

I might have thought that one could pray as many times as 
he wishes throughout the entire day; it has already been ar-
ticulated by Daniel, ““And three times a day [he knelt 
upon his knees and prayed]” (Dan. 6:11). 

 ׳א דומע א״ל ףד תוכרב תכסמ ילבב דומלת .12 

 ידֵיְ לעַ שׁרָוֹפמְ רבָכְּ – וֹלּוּכּ םוֹיּהַ לכׇּ םדָאָ ללֵּפַּתְיִ לוֹכיָ

 .״׳וֹגוְ אתָלָתְּ ןינִמְזִוְ״ :לאֵינִדָּ

  



iii. why we pray 

13. Berakhot 34a 

Rav Yehuda said: One must never request his own needs in 
the first three or in the last three blessings; rather, he should 
do so in the middle blessings. As Rabbi Ḥanina said: Dur-
ing the first three blessings, he is like a servant who arranges 
praise before his master; during the middle blessings, he is 
like a servant who requests a reward from his master; dur-
ing the final three blessings, one is like a servant who al-
ready received a reward from his master and is taking his 
leave and departing. 

 

 ׳א דומע ד״ל ףד תוכרב תכסמ ילבב דומלת .13 

 שׁלֹשָׁבְּ אלֹ ויכָרָצְ םדָאָ לאַשְׁיִ לאַ םלָוֹעלְ :הדָוּהיְ ברַ רמַאָ

 רמַאָדְּ .תוֹיּעִצָמְאֶבְּ אלָּאֶ ,תוֹנוֹרחֲאַ שׁלֹשָׁבְּ אלֹוְ ,תוֹנוֹשׁארִ

 ינֵפְלִ חבַשֶׁ רדֵּסַמְּשֶׁ דבֶעֶלְ המֶוֹדּ – תוֹנוֹשׁארִ :אנָינִחֲ יבִּרַ

 תוֹנוֹרחֲאַ .וֹבּרַמֵ סרָפְּ שׁקֵּבַמְשֶׁ דבֶעֶלְ המֶוֹדּ – תוֹיּעִצָמְאֶ .וֹבּרַ
 .וֹל ךְלֵוֹהוְ רטָפְנִוְ ,וֹבּרַמֵ סרָפְּ לבֵּקִּשֶׁ דבֶעֶלְ המֶוֹדּ –

14. Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Worship of the Heart pp. 173–174 

Even though, as noted, prayer requires praise and thanksgiving, nonetheless the vigor and power of prayer derive from 
petition. Halakhah is interested in psychosomatic man, in his concrete corporeality. It is displeased by the ecstatic separa-
tion of soul from body during prayer. The aim of worship of the heart is the offering of sacrifice through total surrender 
of body and soul to God. 

15. Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “Redemption, Prayer, Talmud Torah,” Tradition (Spring 1978) pp. 70–71 

Yet there is another aspect to prayer: prayer is an act of giving away. Prayer means sacrifice, unrestricted offering of the 
whole self, the returning to God of body and soul, everything one possesses and cherishes. There is an altar in heaven 
upon which the archangel Michael offers the souls of the righteous. Thrice daily we petition God to accept our prayers, 
as well as the fires – the self-sacrifices of Israel – on that altar (“ve- ishei Yisrael u-tefillatam be-ahava tekabbel be-ratzon”). 
Prayer is rooted in the idea that man belongs, not to himself, but that God claims man, and that His claim to man is not 
partial but total. God the Almighty, sometimes wills man to place himself, like Isaac of old, on the altar, to light the fire 
and to be consumed as a burnt offering. 

   

   

   

   

 


