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What We Are 
Praying For 

The prayer of the Amida is an expression 
of a Jew’s longings and deepest aspirations. 
Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik explored the 
various themes in the Amida and sought 
to elucidate their meaning. He employed a 
most creative way of doing this by citing a 
condensed version of the Amida which the 
Talmud suggests as a possible alternative 
when it’s too difficult to recite the full version. 
Through the lens of this abridged version, 
authored by Shmuel, the Rav shed light on 
the meaning of each blessing, uncovering 
what is, or what should be, at the heart of a 
Jew’s hopes and prayers. The following are 
three examples from the Rav’s teaching:

“Teshuva” - The sage Shmuel could have 
chosen any sentence from the bracha itself 
- hashiveinu avinu letoratecha, or karveinu 
malkenu la’avodatecha. Instead he intro-
duced new phrasing, u’mol et levaveinu 
leyiratecha, ‘circumcise our hearts so that 
we may fear You’,” paraphrasing Devarim 
(30:6), “U’mal Hashem…And the Lord your 
God will circumcise your heart… to love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, and with 
all your soul, that you may live.”

What motivated Shmuel?
The contrast to a circumcised heart is “orlat 

halev.” Orla means closed, covered (Rashi, 

Vayikra 19:23). Orlat lev has the connotation 
of being closed, surrounded by something 
unapproachable. “Milat lev” entails opening 
up the heart to the outside, sensitizing the 
heart, and exposing it to spiritual stimuli. 
Shmuel is adding that we ask the Almighty 
that our heart, which is many times insen-
sitive, should be exposed and more open to 
the words of the Torah and the Sages. Only 
then can one take the concrete steps towards 
progress and commit themselves more fully 
to the Almighty and to shmirat hamitzvot.

In this vein, the Rav expressed how sincere 
Jewish commitment requires great sensi-
tivity. One needs to be a true seeker: “The 
tradition most difficult to transmit is that of 
experiencing God, of meeting Him, of search-
ing for Him, of questing for him, of feeling His 
presence, of embracing Him, of feeling as if 
we were embraced by Him.” (Ibid., p.95)1

“Forgiveness and Redemption” - 
Shmuel continues in his abridged version, 
“vetislach lanu lihyot geulim, forgive us so 
that we may be redeemed. In his formula-
tion we ask not only for forgiveness but for 
the presence of the Almighty in our lives. 

We seek a forgiveness that includes a 
repair and reconciliation in the relationship; 

1  It is noteworthy that the Rav was 
fond of quoting the Ramban in the context 
of Avraham being told to ‘go to the Land.” 
Avraham was not told where it was, he had 
to sense it and discover on his own.
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perhaps even a stronger bond can be estab-
lished after recognizing the sin and harm 
we have done. “Not only should one be 
aware of God, not only should one have 
faith in Him, not only should one abide by 
His will. More is required of the Jew. To find 
Him means to experience His presence, to 
feel His proximity, to have our faith in God 
becoming a perception, a sensation, like the 
sensation of light or sound.” (Ibid., p.94)

When we speak about the blessing of Goel 
Yisrael, Redeemer of Israel,” we usually 
think that it is linked with redemption of the 
Jewish community as a whole, to the Mes-
sianic era. However, just as the preceding 
blessings all relate to the individual’s needs, 
even though we use the plural form, so too 
does the prayer for redemption. 

Goel Yisrael refers to the individual who 
needs redemption; he is always in trouble and 
wants God to redeem him. The Rav in this con-
text shared the following personal account: 
“Let me tell you, if there is someone who is 
in need of geula, I am the individual. When 
my wife died, I went through what the mystics 
call a dark night of the soul, a night of deso-
lation and loneliness and complete desertion, 
a night of hester panim, of God’s hiddenness. 
My life had been destroyed and shattered, 
and it completely lost its meaning; it became 
an absurd nonsensical affair. What saved me? 
Two things: Torah and tefillah.” (Ibid., p.97)

Shomea Tefilla, Who Answers Our 
Prayers

The last sentence of Havineinu is “Terem nikra 
ata ta’aneh, Before we call You will answer us.”

In the regular beracha of Shema koleinu, 
we ask God to hearken to our prayers and to 
accept our supplication when we plead with 
Him and beg for mercy. However, here, we 
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express the hope that God will anticipate our 
prayer and offer His salvation even before we 
have a chance to offer our petition to Him. Why 
the change?

The answer is simple. The Havineinu prayer 
is only recited when one is upset or in distress, 
has no patience or is confused. When one finds 
themselves not having the frame of mind or 
finding the words. At times one is incapable of 
prayer because he is not in control of his mind, 
and even his heart is in rebellion. The Halacha 
articulates this idea most notably in the case of 
an onen, the individual who suffers the death 
of a close relative and is therefore free from the 
duty of prayer altogether. The Rav adds to this 
idea by citing Maimonides (Hilchot Taaniyot 
1:1), when he speaks about prayer on a fast day, 
he doesn’t call it tefillah, rather ze’aka, which 
means a cry of pain. “Ze’aka is a shriek when 
tragedy strikes and destroys human hopes 

and expectations and one is overpowered by 
breathtaking grief, fear, and desolation.”

Perhaps the most powerful example of a Jew 
praying with no words is the shriek of the sho-
far on Rosh Hashanah. The shofar is interwoven 
into the Rosh Hashanah prayers. “It is a ze’aka, 
a speechless tefillah, a wordless prayer said we 
cast off our pretenses and claims to wisdom, to 
intelligence, to telling God what we need, to dic-
tate to the Almighty a plan of action. We come 
before Him naked, in all our agony and misery. 
And God accepts our cry.” (Ibid., p.102)

Shmuel in his rendition of the Shema Kole-
inu emphasizes the notion that God accepts 
our cry, even when unarticulated. “God also 
accepts the tefillah of downtrodden man, 
lonely man, the man who has lost the ability 
of speech, the capability of expressing himself. 
He answers our prayers terem nikra, even 
before they have been formulated.” (Ibid.) 


