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Exertions in Quest of God - Medieval Practice and Theory

Talya Fishman

Session One: MODES OF EXERTION & THEIR FOCI

I. FROM CULTIC LABOR TO PRAYER

Pirqei Avot 1:2

שִׁמְעוֹן הַצַּדִּיק הָיהָ מִשְּׁירֵָי כְנֶסֶת הַגְּדוֹלָה. הוּא הָיהָ אוֹמֵר, עַל שְׁלשָׁה דְבָרִים הָעוֹלָם
עוֹמֵד, עַל הַתּוֹרָה ועְַל  הָעֲבוֹדָה ועְַל גְּמִילוּת חֲסָדִים.

Shimon the Righteous was one of the last of the Men of the Great Assembly.
He used to say: the world stands upon three things: the Torah, the Temple
service, and the practice of acts of piety.

BT, Ber. 26b:

אָמַר:לֵויִבֶּןיהְוֹשֻׁעַרַבִּיתִּקְּנוּם.אָבוֹתתְּפִלּוֹתאָמַר:חֲנִינָאבְּרַבִּייוֹסֵירַבִּיאִיתְּמַר,
תִּקְּנוּםתְּמִידִיןכְּנֶגֶדתְּפִלּוֹת .

It was stated: Rabbi Yosei, son of Rabbi Ḥanina <2nd gen. EY Amora>, said, prayers
were instituted by the Patriarchs. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi <EY, transition from
Tannaim to Amoraim> said, prayers were instituted based on the daily offerings.

Hosea 14:3

  קְחוּ עִמָּכֶם דְּבָרִים, ושְׁוּבוּג
אֶל-יהְוהָ; אִמְרוּ אֵלָיו, כָּל-תִּשָּׂא

עָוןֺ וקְַח-טוֹב, וּנשְַׁלְּמָה פָרִים,
שְׂפָתֵינוּ.

3 Take with you words, and return unto the
LORD; say unto Him: 'Forgive all iniquity, and
accept that which is good; so will we render for
bullocks the offering of our lips.

Pesiqta deRav Kahana, (5
th
-6

th
c’s)  24:19
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ונשלמה פרים שפתינו )שם(, א"ר אבהו מי משלם אותם הפרים שהיינו
מקריבים לפניך, שפתינו, בתפילה שאנו מתפללים לפניך

.
[Hos. 14:3] ‘Our lips will render bullocks’: Rav Abbahu <3rd generation EY amora,

279-320> said, Who will pay those bullocks which we used to sacrifice before
You? Our lips, through the prayer which we pray before You.

BT, Ta’anit 2a:

בְּכׇלוּלְעׇבְדוֹאֱלֹהֵיכֶםה׳אֶת״לְאַהֲבָהדְּתַנְיאָ:—דְּבִתְפִלָּהלַןוּמְנָא
תְּפִלָּהזוֹאוֹמֵר:הֱויֵ—בַּלֵּבשֶׁהִיאעֲבוֹדָההִיאאֵיזוֹלְבַבְכֶם״, .

And from where do we derive that rain must be mentioned specifically in the
Amida prayer? The Gemara answers: As it was taught, “To love the Lord your
God and to serve Him with all your heart” (Deuteronomy 11:13). Which is the
service that is in the heart? You must say, this is prayer.

II. TEMPLE MIMESIS IN ACTS OF PRAYER

A. The ‘Avodah Service of  Yom Kippur

Pesiqta deRav Kahane 13:11

[ מכרובלכרוב,מכרובהשכינה,נסעהמסעו'עשריה.רםירמיהד"איא[
משערהקדמוני,לשערמכרוביםלכרובים,הביתוממפתןהבית,למפתן

מעירלעיר,מחומהלחומה,מגגלגג,ממזבחלמזבח,מחצרלחצר,הקדמוני
הזתיםלהר .

The Shekhina traveled in ten journeys: From cherub to cherub; from the cherub

to the threshold of  the House; from the threshold of  the House to the cherubim;

from the cherubim to the Eastern Gate; from the Eastern Gate to the Courtyard;

from the courtyard to the [courtyard] altar; from the altar to the roof; from the

roof to the wall; from the wall to the city; from the city to the Mount of  Olives.

B. Sa’adia Gaon  Opposes Qaraite Use of  Psalms as Liturgy
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Sa’adia Gaon (882-942), Sidur ReSaG , eds. Davidson, Assaf, Joel (1970), Intro, 9-10:

מהשכלשמוכחמהידיעלמאושרושאלה,בקשההיאשהתפילהשהקדמנו,ומה
לעבדו.האדוןמדבורשונהלהיותצריךלרבוהעבדדבורהריהשכל,מןוהכתוב.

'זכורכ',ח'()שמ'בתורה,מוצאשאתהכמועליו.ואוסרעבדואתמצוהכיהאדון
וגםבאלו.וכיוצא...מרע'לשונך'נצוריד'-טו'(לד',)תה'תהיליםבס'ואמרושמור'...

עליוומאייםלומבטיחכן ...

בו,כופרהיההואכיהאלה.הדבוריםמןבדבראדונואללפנותרשאיאינוהעבדאבל
הואלאדוניולהגידהעבדשצריךמהאבלומאיים.ומבטיחואוסרמצווהו,היהאלו

ורחמיוחסדושיבקש ...

לפניבהןלבואלעבדשראויכאלהבמליםלבחורהמתפלליםאתית'ה'צוהכךומשום
הפרשהויתרדברים',עמכם'קחוג'('ד',)הוש'שנאמררבו, .

Ya’qub al-Qirqisani, J. Mann, “Early Karaite Bible Commentaries”, JQR 12 (1922), 474:

And worse, and harder than all these, is that when Israel gathers at fasts and at Yom

Kippurim, they put into their mouths many words of piyyut that are undesired – and

not the hymn of  Psalms, and not [Isa. 63:7], I will make mention of  the mercies of  the

LORD, and the praises of  the LORD…

III. THE EXERTION OF YEARNING: CONJURING GOD

THROUGH SPEECH AND IMAGINATION

Midrash Tanhuma (late 8
th

or 9
th

c’s), Parashat Ha'Azinu, Siman 4

פָּעֳלוֹתָּמִיםהַצּוּר .
,ונהבְּהִמָּצְאוֹ'.)ישע'ה''דִּרְשׁוּאָמַר,ישְַׁעְיהָ ')

יאטז,וגְו.)דה"א,ועְֻזּוֹ'ה''דִּרְשׁוּאָמַר,ודְָודִ )

תָּמִידפָניָובַּקְּשׁוּאָמַר,לָמָּה ?

ְ נרְִאֶה,אֵינוֹוּפְעָמִיםנרְִאֶהפְּעָמִיםשְׁמוֹ,יתְִבָּרֵךְהוּאבָּרוּךְשֶׁהַקָּדוֹשׁללַמֶּדְךָ,
עוֹנהֶ.אֵינוֹוּפְעָמִיםעוֹנהֶפְּעָמִיםלִשְׁמעַֹ,רוֹצֶהאֵינוֹוּפְעָמִיםשׁוֹמֵעַפְּעָמִים

קָרוֹבפְּעָמִיםמָצוּי,אֵינוֹוּפְעָמִיםמָצוּיפְּעָמִיםנדְִרָשׁ,אֵינוֹוּפְעָמִיםנדְִרָשׁפְּעָמִים
קָרוֹבאֵינוֹוּפְעָמִים ...
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“The Rock, His action is perfect”: Isaiah said, "Pursue the Lord where

He is to be found" (Isaiah 55:6), and David said, "Pursue the Lord and His

might, etc." (I Chronicles 16:11). Why did he [Isaiah, continue to] say, "seek His

face always" (Isaiah 55:6)? To teach you [that] the Holy One, blessed be He -

may His name be blessed - sometimes appears and sometimes does not

appear; sometimes hears and sometimes does not want to hear; sometimes

answers and sometimes does not answer; sometimes is pursued and

sometimes is not pursued; sometimes is found and sometimes is not found;

sometimes is close and sometimes is not close.

Shir HaKavod- Ascribed to Rabbi Yehuda HeHasid (1150-1217)

תַעֲרוֹגנַפְשִׁיאֵלֶיֽךָכִּיאֶאֱרוֹג,ושְִׁירִיםזְמִירוֹתאַנְעִים
I shall make pleasant songs, and weave verses; Because for You my soul longs.

סוֹדֶךָֽרָזכָּללָדַעַֽתידֶָךָֽ,בְּצֵלחָמְדָהנַפְשִׁי
My soul desires to be in Your hand’s shade; To know all of  Your deepest mysteries.

דּוֹדֶיֽךָאֶללִבִּיהוֹמֶהבִּכְבוֹדֶךָֽ,דַבְּרִימִדֵּי
When I speak of  Your glory; My heart yearns for Your love.

ידְִידוֹתבְּשִׁירֵיאֲכַבֵּדושְִׁמְךָנִכְבָּדוֹת,בְּךָאֲדַבֵּרכֵּןעַל
Therefore I will speak reverently of  You; And Your name I will honor in songs of  love

ידְַעְתִּיֽךָולְֹאאֲכַנְּךָאֲדַמְּךָרְאִיתִיֽךָ,ולְֹאכְבוֹדְךָאֲסַפְּרָה
I will recount Your glory, though I have not seen You; I describe You though I have not

known You.

Zohar I.103b

{Prv. 31:23:
כג  נוֹדָע בַּשְּׁעָרִים בַּעְלָהּ;   

בְּשִׁבְתּוֹ, עִם-זִקְניֵ-אָרֶץ.
23 Her husband is known in the gates, when
he sitteth among the elders of the land.}

ודַַּאיאֶלָּא
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מַהלְפוּםואְִתְדָּבַּקאִתְידְַעדְּאִיהוּהוּאבְּרִיךְקוּדְשָׁאדָּאבַּעְלָהּבַּשְּׁעָרִיםנוֹדָע
מַהוּלְפוּםדְּחָכְמְתָא.בְּרוּחָאלְאִדַּבְּקָאדְּיכִָילכַּמָּהחַדכָּלבְּלִבֵּיהּדִּמְשַׁעֵר

בְּלִבֵּיהּאִתְידְַעהָכִיבְּלִבֵּיהּדִּמְשַׁעֵר .

Daniel Matt, The Zohar- Pritzker Edition, v.II, Parashat VaYera, 126 (adjusted)

Her husband is known in the gates. [Prv. 31:23]: The Blessed Holy One who is

known and grasped to the degree that each one imagines/estimates, according

to the capacity to attain the spirit of  wisdom. As one fathoms in the mind, so He

is known in the world.

Simha Bunem of  Przysucha (1765-1827), Qol Simha, (Miskoletz, 1940), Gen 1:26

הכלשנעשהאחראדמה.מגזירתאדם]כי[וגו׳:בצלמנו"אדם"נעשהויאמר,
,מעשיו.מכלהכלשיראה–מעשיולהראותה'רצהומהודר,מפואר

אתה'בראלכךעצמו.אתאחדכלאםכיישיגלאמאדם,לבדוהמציאות,
כחשהואהאדם,

האדם,מהותוזהבנפשו.הכללדמותיוכלאשרותחתונים,מעליוניםכלול
ככף-כדמותנו"בצלמנואדם"נעשהוזהו,זולתו.לאוידמה,ויביושיראה

בדומהקצתהדומהאלאישערלאכיהדמיון, .

Tr., Elliot Wolfson, Through a Speculum That Shines (1997), p.73 (adjusted)

“[The word] adam is derived from adammeh [I will imagine]. After God made

everything beautiful and glorious, He wanted to display His actions so that one

would see everything. But those who exist, apart from human beings, do not

comprehend anything but themselves.  For this reason, God created man, who

is the power encompassing the upper and lower realities, all of   which can be

imagined in his soul. This is the essence of  man: that he sees, comprehends,

and imagines, like nothing else. This is [the import of] ‘Let us make man in our

likeness – [ke-demutenu]’, by the power of  imagination [ke-kaf  ha-dimyon].  For

it is possible only for that which is similar to slightly grasp the similar.”
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