Tefillah: The Past, the Practical, and the Profound

On Praying and Receiving No Response (A Vayishlach Special)
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Cain said to G-d, “My punishment is too great to bear! Since You have banished me this day from the soil, and |
must avoid Your presence and become a restless wanderer on earth—anyone who meets me may kill me!” G-d said
to him, “l promise, if anyone kills Cain, sevenfold vengeance shall be exacted.” And G-d put a mark on Cain, lest
anyone who met him should kill him.
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Abraham then prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech and his wife and his slave girls, so that they bore children;
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Then the servant took ten of his master’s camels and set out, taking with him all the bounty of his master; and he
made his way to Aram-naharaim, to the city of Nahor. He made the camels kneel down by the well outside the city,
at evening time, the time when women come out to draw water. And he said, “O Hashem, God of my master
Abraham’s [house], grant me good fortune this day, and deal graciously with my master Abraham: Here | stand by
the spring as the daughters of the townspeople come out to draw water; let the maiden to whom | say, ‘Please,
lower your jar that | may drink,” and who replies, ‘Drink, and | will also water your camels’—let her be the one whom
You have decreed for Your servant Isaac. Thereby shall | know that You have dealt graciously with my master.” He
had scarcely finished speaking, when Rebekah, who was born to Bethuel, the son of Milcah the wife of Abraham’s
brother Nahor, came out with her jar on her shoulder.
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Isaac was forty years old when he took to wife Rebekah, daughter of Bethuel the Aramean of Paddan-aram, sister of
Laban the Aramean. Isaac pleaded with G-d on behalf of his wife, because she was barren; and G-d responded to
his plea, and his wife Rebekah conceived. But the children struggled in her womb, and she said, “If so, why do |
exist?”* She went to inquire of G-d, and G-d answered her, “Two nations are in your womb, Two separate peoples
shall issue from your body; One people shall be mightier than the other, And the older shall serve the younger.”
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Tefillah: The Past, the Practical, and the Profound

Jacob sent messengers ahead to his brother Esau in the land of Seir, the country of Edom, and instructed them as
follows, “Thus shall you say, “To my lord Esau, thus says your servant Jacob:* | stayed with Laban and remained
until now; | have acquired cattle, asses, sheep, and male and female slaves; and | send this message to my lord in
the hope of gaining your favor.””
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The messengers returned to Jacob, saying, “We came to your brother Esau; he himself is coming to meet you, and
his retinue numbers four hundred.”
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Jacob was greatly frightened; in his anxiety, he divided the people with him, and the flocks and herds and camels,
into two camps, thinking, “If Esau comes to the one camp and attacks it, the other camp may yet escape.”
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Then Jacob said, “O God of my father Abraham’s [house] and God of my father Isaac’s [house], O Hashem, who
said to me, ‘Return to your native land and | will deal bountifully with you’! | am unworthy of all the kindness that You
have so steadfastly shown Your servant: with my staff alone | crossed this Jordan, and now | have become two
camps. Deliver me, | pray, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau; else, | fear, he may come and strike
me down, mothers and children alike. Yet You have said, ‘I will deal bountifully with you and make your offspring as
the sands of the sea, which are too numerous to count.’”
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After spending the night there, he selected from what was at hand these presents for his brother Esau: 200 she-
goats and 20 he-goats; 200 ewes and 20 rams; 30 milch camels with their colts; 40 cows and 10 bulls; 20 female
donkeys and 10 male donkeys.
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After spending the night there. Rabbi Isaac Abarbanel explained Yaakov thought that perhaps G-d would appear to
him in a prophecy while asleep, and when he saw that G-d did not do so, he then prepared gifts for Esav.
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And so the gift went on ahead, while he remained in camp that night.
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Tefillah: The Past, the Practical, and the Profound

The Midrash connects the word 13 in 14 Sy with 0 anger — he (Jacob) was also in an angry mood that it
should be necessary for him to do all this (Genesis Rabbah 76:8).

9) Rabbi Joseph B Soloveitchik, “Worship of the Heart,” p. 35

When man is in need and prays, God listens. One of God’s
attributes is shomea tefillah: “He who listens to prayer.” Let us
note that Judaism has never promised that God accepts all
prayer. The efficacy of prayer is not the central term of inquiry
in our philosophy of avodah she-ba-lev. Acceptance of prayer is
a hope, a vision, a wish, a petition, but not a principle or a
premise. The foundation of prayer is not the conviction of its
effectiveness but the belief that through it we approach God
intimately and the miraculous community embracing finite
man and his Creator is born. The basic function of prayer is not
its practical consequences but the metaphysical formation of a
fellowship consisting of God and man.
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