THE IMPORTANCE
OF FALLING ON
ONE’S FACE
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2. Rabbeinu Bechayei, ad loc.
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3. Talmud Bavli, Bava Metzia 59b

The Sages said: On that day, the Sages brought all the ritually pure items deemed
pure by the ruling of Rabbi Eliezer with regard to the oven and burned them in fire,
and the Sages reached a consensus in his regard and ostracized him. And the

Sages said: Who will go and inform him of his ostracism? Rabbi Akiva, his beloved
disciple, said to them: I will go, lest an unseemly person go and inform him in a
callous and offensive manner, and he would thereby destroy the entite world. What
did Rabbi Akiva do? He wore black and wrapped himself in black, as an expression
of mourning and pain, and sat before Rabbi Eliczer at a distance of four cubits, which
is the distance that one must maintain from an ostracized individual. Rabbi Eliezer said
to him: Akiva, what is different about today from other days, that you comport yourself
in this manner? Rabbi Akiva said to him: My teacher, it appears to me

that your colleagues are distancing themselves from you. He employed euphemism, as
actually they distanced Rabbi Eliezer from them. Rabbi Eliezer too, rent his garments
and removed his shoes, as is the custom of an ostracized person, and he dropped from
his seat and sat upon the ground. And even Rabban Gamliel, the Nasi of the
Sanhedrin at Yavne, the head of the Sages who were responsible for the decision to
ostracize Rabbi Eliezer, was coming on a boat at the time, and a large wave swelled
over him and threatened to drown him. Rabban Gamliel said: It seems to me that this
is only for the sake of Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, as God punishes those who
mistreat others. Rabban Gamliel stood on his feet and said: Master of the Universe, it
is revealed and known before You that neither was it for my honor that I acted when
ostracizing him, nor was it for the honor of the house of my father that I acted;
rather, it was for Your honot, so that disputes will not proliferate in Israel. In
response, the sea calmed from its raging. The Gemara further relates: Imma Shalom,
the wife of Rabbi Eliezer, was the sister of Rabban Gamliel. From that incident
forward, she would not allow Rabbi Eliezer to lower his head and recite

the sahanun prayer, which includes supplication and entreaties. She feared that were her
husband to bemoan his fate and pray at that moment, her brother would be punished. A
certain day was around the day of the New Moon, and she inadvertently substituted a
full thirty-day month for a deficient twenty-nine-day month, i.c., she thought that it was
the New Moon, when one does not lower his head in supplication, but it was not. Some
say that a pauper came and stood at the door, and she took bread out to him. The
result was that she left her husband momentarily unsupervised. When she returned, she
found him and saw that he had lowered his head in prayer. She said to him: Arise,
you already killed my brother. Meanwhile, the sound of a shofar emerged from the
house of Rabban Gamliel to announce that the Nasi had died. Rabbi Eliezer said to
her: From where did you know that your brother would die? She said to him: This

is the tradition that I teceived from the house of the father of my father: All the

gates of Heaven are apt to be locked, except for the gates of prayer for

victims of verbal mistreatment.
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Independent or Continuation?
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19. Piskei Teshuvos
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25. Worship of the Heart p 172 [R. Soloveitchik ]

At the conclusion of the prayer, he takes three steps backwards, as one parting from bis master. The person who has completed the
Amidah “falls on bis face” in supplication |and recites the Tachanun prayer).

This institution of Tachanun or nefilat apayim stresses the annibilation of man’s being. Man lowers himself to the dust and negates bis
existence. The words of supplication spoken during nefilat apayim highlight the tragic character of the pleader: “God do not rebufke me
in Your Anger...”" From this plea emerge all the terrors of the miserable and unfortunate person, who bears in bis bosom perpetnal
grief and disgrace. The one who supplicates regrets his sins and calls for help. This formmula of entreaty laden with the pain of shame is
especially prominent at the moment of viddny, confession. The practice of many commmnnities to recite the vidduy before nefillat apayin: is
not without point. The essence of confession is the demolition of pride and arrogance, leading to a catharsis of the soul that lifts its eyes

Sfrom the depths of filth.
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26. The Writings of the Alter of Kelm Il page 706
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