Teshuva, Tefillah, and Tzedak in the Age of Social Media
Class #2, Drisha Institute Elul 2022
Praying for Strangers
Rabbi Jonathan Ziring: jziring@migdalhatorah.org
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Our master customarily said that one should not pray for an ill person during the amida unless one has some
connection to him, and one feels his pain, for one should not come to the King — the King of Kings, God —
without a reason and justification for pushing to ask for someone else.

He would tell of the Maharil Diskin, that once someone asked him to pray for an ill person, and he
agreed [after instructing him, as was his practice, to contribute a particular sum to the orphanage], and after
some time the Maharil met him and asked after the ill person’s welfare, and he replied that the person had
already become healthy, with God’s help. The Maharil thundered at him for not telling him of this, and
burdening him with praying for that person all this time, saying, “Is it light in your eyes, making such a
request in prayer? One must seek and find a reason to pray each time!” (And our master also thundered
regarding this, and once he rebuked a student who delayed telling him about his salvation through God’s
generosity. He said: Three times each day | pain myself and feel your suffering, and why did you only now
decide to tell me?) (Translation from Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner)
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There is a positive biblical commandment to serve God through prayer... And the Torah has no [required]
number of prayers. Rather, everyone may pray with full intent whenever he wants. Whether a little or a lot,
it will go up with grace and be accepted.

This was how things were from the time of Moshe Rabbeinu until the time of the destruction of our
holy and glorious Temple, when the Jews were exiled among the nations because of their sins and actions
and were mixed among the nations... And children were born in these lands, and those children who arose
after them had confused and mixed-up language, [comprised of] foreign languages, Moabite, Ammonite,
Zidonite and Hittite, as it says (Nechemya 13:24): “And a good number of their children spoke the language
of Ashdod and the language of those various peoples, and did not know how to speak Judean.” And they
could not pray or speak as was necessary in Hebrew, but only with confusion and a mix of foreign
languages, and the true language was destroyed, cut down and extinct from the land.

When the Men of the Great Assembly saw this evil sickness, they said, “Let us go in the light of our
God, ‘and let our lips replace the bulls [of sacrifices]’ (Hoshea 14:3), us and all of our congregation, and
institute prayer which is called ‘service,” which is heavy on the tongue, in a clear language and with brevity
— pure, clear and straight, purified from the illness of the foreign language, so that it will be easy and fluent
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in people’s mouths, under which we all pray, with one language and with one tongue.” And they all
gathered, and instituted to pray the Amida before the Eternal One, every day, three times.
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With regard to the halakhic ruling, Rav Yehuda says that Shmuel says: The halakha is that a person
requests his own needs during the Amida prayer in the blessing ending: Who listens to prayer. Rav
Yehuda, son of Rav Shmuel bar Sheilat, says in the name of Rav: Although the Sages said that a person
requests his own needs in the blessing ending: Who listens to prayer, that is not the only option. Rather,
if he wishes to recite at the conclusion of each and every blessing personal requests that reflect the
nature of each and every blessing, he may recite them.

Similarly, Rav Hiyya bar Ashi says that Rav says: Although the Sages said that a person requests his
own needs in the blessing ending: Who listens to prayer, if he has a sick person in his house he recites a
special prayer for him during the blessing of the sick. And if he is in need of sustenance, he recites a
request during the blessing of the years.

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi says: Although the Sages said that a person requests his own needs in the
blessing ending: Who listens to prayer; but if one wishes to recite prayers and supplications

after finishing his Amida prayer, even if his personal requests are as long as the order of the confession
of Yom Kippur, he may recite them. (Avoda Zara 8a, Koren translation)
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Summary:
e In Shema Koleinu, one may add any request.
e At the end of each topic blessing, one may make a relevant request, but only in communal language.
e One may use personal language in the middle of the topical blessings if he or she has a specific
personal need, such as someone sick in his or her home.

e At the end of the Amida, before or after “Yehi ratzon, ” one may make whatever requests, personal or
communal, one desires.
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¢ Rosh: the main difference is whether you ask for a specific request or all requests.
e Alternatively: one simply cannot make requests at the beginning of the blessings.
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Summary:

Tosafot (Avoda Zara 8a, s.v. Im ba) argues that the only distinction is length; in the topical blessings, as well
as Shema Koleinu, one may make short requests. At the end of the Amida, one may add as much as he or she
wants, even as long as “the confession of Yom Kippur.” The Meiri (Avoda Zara 8a, s.v. Kevar yadata)
argues that in the middle blessings one may only add requests for that which one needs, while in Shema
Koleinu one may make requests for what one wants. Ran, on the other hand, understands that this is not
about allowances, but about requirements; if one has a sick person at home to pray for, one must pray for
the ill in Refa’einu. 1f one does not, then one may do so in Shema Koleinu.
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The Mahari Molki (cited in Birkei Yosef 119:1) argues that in the topic blessings one should think about
one’s requests, but only verbalize them in Shema Koleinu.
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Extra importance is evidenced in those requests that a person adds in his prayer, for prayer is a biblical
commandment that requires intention of the heart. In our great iniquity, since a person is habituated to it, his
mouth speaks and his heart is not with him. The personal requests that a person adds based on his requests
that arise anew daily, for health, sustenance and success in Torah — that it should not desert his mouth or
those of his children and descendants — and so too all his other needs, flow in general from the walls of the
heart.
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Or LTzion only allows mentioning family members in Refaeinu, while others are mentioned in Shma
Koleinu. Mishna Berura allows mentioning anyone in Shema Koleinu
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The Gemara asks: How did he do this, pray in Aramaic? Didn’t Rav Yehuda say: A person should never
request that his needs be met in the Aramaic language? And, similarly, Rabbi Yohanan said: Anyone
who requests that his needs be met in the Aramaic language, the ministering angels do not attend to
him to bring his prayer before God, as the ministering angels are not familiar with the Aramaic
language, but only with the sacred tongue, Hebrew, exclusively. The Gemara responds: A sick person is
different. He does not need the angels to bring his prayer before God because the Divine Presence is with
him. (Shabbat 12b, Koren translation)

Using Hebrew and Names in Front of the Sick Person or Not:
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When one prays for him, — if in his presence, one may pray in any language one desires; if one prays, not in his
presence, one should pray only in Hebrew.
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e While there is a dispute about the need to pray in Hebrew, as sick people need more help, it is best to
fulfill all positions.
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One can pray for the sick in the blessing of Refaeinu and say “heal X the son of Y”* with a full healing
among the other ill in Israel. This is in when he is not in front of the sick person. In front of him, he need not
mentioned his name.
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e Kabbalistically, mentioning the name of the sick person causes G-d to judge him or her. Thus,
praying in the presence of the sick, and avoiding the need to use his or her name, avoids this
problem.



