
... The Soul in the Palm: A Jewish Exploration of Why We Pray ... ... Opening

... Shalom, and welcome. Today we embark on a journey into one of the most

fundamental, and perhaps most challenging, questions of spiritual life: "Why

pray?" It is a question that resonates in the quiet moments of our lives, a

query that is at once deeply personal and universally human. Whether whispered

in times of distress, sung in moments of joy, or pondered in periods of doubt,

this question invites us to look inward at our own hearts and upward toward the

very nature of our relationship with the Divine. Its a question that our

tradition, in its vast wisdom, does not answer with a simple platitude, but

rather with a rich, complex, and deeply textured conversation that has spanned

millennia. To explore this profound inquiry, we will not be relying on modern

philosophy alone, but turning to the foundational texts of Jewish thought. We

will sit with the psalmists, argue with the rabbis of the Talmud, and listen to

the prophets as they grapple with the very same question. Our exploration today

will be guided by a beautiful collection of sources, drawing from the emotional

depths of the book of Psalms and Lamentations, and the rigorous intellectual

and spiritual landscape of the Talmudic tractates of Berakhot, Taanit, and Rosh

Hashanah. We will examine passages like the powerful metaphor in [Taanit 8a:12]

of placing one's soul in one's palm, the psychological prerequisites for prayer

outlined in [Berakhot 31a:11], and the raw faith expressed in [Psalms 66:20].

Our goal is not to arrive at a single, definitive answer. Instead, we aim to

uncover the spectrum of reasons that Jewish tradition offers for this central

human activity. We will see that prayer is understood as a form of

self-transformation, a method of building relationships, a tool for communal

connection, and a potent act of intervention in the world. By engaging with

these ancient voices, we hope to find not just an intellectual answer, but a

more meaningful and personal orientation toward the act of prayer in our own

lives. So, let us begin this journey together, opening our minds and hearts to

the wisdom of our heritage. ... Contextual Foundation ... Before we dive into

the specific verses and passages, it is crucial to establish a foundational

context for what prayer, or tefillah, represents in Jewish thought. The common

understanding of prayer is often transactional: we ask for things, and we hope

a higher power provides them. While supplication is certainly a part of



tefillah, the Jewish conception is far broader and deeper. The rabbis famously

describe prayer as Avodah sheba'Levthe "service of the heart." This phrase

itself reframes the entire activity. It is not primarily a request directed

outward, but a form of labor, of work, of service performed inward, within our

own consciousness and soul. This "service of the heart" immediately raises a

central tension that our sources will navigate. Is this service for our

benefit, or for God's? Does prayer change the divine will, or does it, as many

thinkers suggest, primarily serve to change the one who prays? Maimonides, the

great medieval philosopher, would argue that the primary purpose of prayer is

to inculcate in our minds a true understanding of God's greatness and our

dependence on it, thereby refining our own character. Others, as we will see in

sources like [Rosh Hashanah 16a:13], posit that prayer can indeed influence the

divine decree. The beauty of the tradition is that it holds both of these

ideas, often in creative tension, allowing for a multifaceted and

psychologically rich understanding of the practice. Furthermore, Jewish prayer

exists in a dynamic balance between keva (fixed structure) and kavanah

(spontaneous intention). The Siddur, the prayer book, provides the kevaa

structured liturgy, a communal script that connects us to generations past and

to Jews around the world.


