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Prayer in Times of Great Distress

1. Babylonian Talmud, Ta’anit 2b
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“To love the Lord your God and to serve God with all your heart” (Deuteronomy 11:13). Which
is the service of God that is in the heart? You must say that this is prayer.

2. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Letter 13: Prayer, in Letters to the Next Generation 2
Prayer changes the world because it changes us.

3. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Tefillah 1:1
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It is a positive Torah commandment to pray every day, as [Exodus 23:25] states: "You shall serve
God, your Lord." Tradition teaches us that this service is prayer, as [Deuteronomy 11:13] states:
"And serve Him with all your heart" and our Sages said: Which is the service of the heart? This
is prayer.

4. Nachmanides on Sefer Ha-Mitgvot, Commandment 5

727 1R 779907 PIY 90 ORTY KPX L..71277 7950 K432 200 1R 120w 772 73191 PXR)
LR IROP D2 1Y YW 1098 T120° X127 7017 NTAN KT 9aR 990

TV N OPNTR 709X 0072V 21 PHR 11271 1101V 1200001 MRS 1y POR Yhonaw

'7 9199 QNIOTN NIIXINA2 AMYIT ONK TR X7 DY 20X 7PN IR2AN 031 N0V
N MEN ROW ...AYIIN2 77502 17107 PIVTY MAXT DY RANW 70X 7Y XN RO .02P9R
IPYTY 19502 NN 2 2OXNI RITY 7990 YW VNN 70200 XY PRRIY NI10RS

But this is not correct, because the Sages have already explained in the Gemara that prayer is a
rabbinic obligation... The entire concept of prayer is not obligatory at all, but it is one of the
merciful attributes of the Creator that He hears and responds whenever we call unto Him...

[Rather, the mitzvab is] that we pray to God in times of great distress, and that our eyes and hearts
turn to God as the eyes of servants turn to their masters, as it is written: “When you are at war in
your land against an aggressor who attacks you, you shall sound short blasts on the trumpets,

that you may be remembered before your God [and be delivered from your enemies]” (Numbers



10:9). It is a mitzvah to plead fervently with God through prayer and feru'ah (shofar blasts)
whenever the community is faced with great distress... for it is a wzfzvah to atfirm in moments of
distress our belief that the Holy One listens to prayers and intervenes to grant aid.

5. Genesis 32:4-14
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Jacob sent messengers ahead to his brother Esau in the land of Seir, the country of Edom,

and instructed them as follows, “Thus shall you say, “To my lord Esau, thus says your servant
Jacob: I stayed with Laban and remained until now; I have acquired cattle, asses, sheep, and male
and female slaves; and I send this message to my lord in the hope of gaining your favor.”” The
messengers returned to Jacob, saying, “We came to your brother Esau; he himself is coming to
meet you, and his retinue numbers four hundred.” Jacob was greatly frightened; in his anxiety, he
divided the people with him, and the flocks and herds and camels, into two camps, thinking, “If
Esau comes to the one camp and attacks it, the other camp may yet escape.” Then Jacob said,
“O God of my father Abraham’s [house| and God of my father Isaac’s [house], O Hashem, who
said to me, ‘Return to your native land and I will deal bountifully with you’! I am unworthy of all
the kindness that You have so steadfastly shown Your servant: with my staff alone I crossed this
Jordan, and now I have become two camps. Deliver me, I pray, from the hand of my brother,
from the hand of Esau; else, I fear, he may come and strike me down, mothers and children alike.
Yet You have said, ‘I will deal bountifully with you and make your offspring as the sands of the
sea, which are too numerous to count.”” After spending the night there, he selected from what
was at hand these presents for his brother Esau:

6. Yonatan Razel, Katonti (Song)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZYivkwVmJc

7. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Mourning 4:6
TR DRI NIER 930 TR 790D 1 YW NXMIRR MR- 1397 YU Iy

When a person's dead is lying before him... he is free from the obligation to recite the Shewa,
pray, put on zefillin, or observe any of the mitzvot stated in the Torah.

8. Exodus 2:23-25


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZYivKwVmJc
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A long time after that, the king of Egypt died. The Israelites were groaning under the bondage
and cried out; and their cry for help from the bondage rose up to God. God heard their
moaning, and God remembered the covenant with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob. God looked
upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them.

9. Likutei Moharan Part II 5:2
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When faith is so blemished and fallen that even the cries, the wordless screams, are of no avail,
one has to cry out from the heart alone, as in “Let their heart cry out to God” (Lamentations
2:18). This is the heart alone crying out, without the voice, as in “Out of the depths I call out to
You, O God!” (Psalms 130:1)—from the heart’s depths... and through this, faith is able to grow.

10. Rabbi Yossi Fruman and Omram Kleiman, Mashbarekha ve-Galekha Alay Avaru
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Sometimes, crying out in a time of crisis is free of all religious context. It is not crying out in
prayer but screaming into the night. A person in crisis cries out, at times, without faith and
without knowing whether someone is out there. His cry is not necessarily a plan of action, and its
intention is not to do a religious act. This simple, existential cry goes up to God: “And their cry
rose up to God.” God hears the impoverished and listens to the cry of suffering humanity

11. Proverbs 12:25

Y 290 N7 MY WRTT73 MaNT

LT Av

If there is anxiety in a man’s heart let him quash it,
And turn it into joy with a good word.

12. Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 75a
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“If there is anxiety in a man’s heart, let him quash it [yashhena)” (Proverbs 12:25). Rabbi Ami and
Rabbi Asi dispute the verse’s meaning. One said: He should forcefully push it [yashena] out of his
mind. And one said: It means he should tell [yesshena) others his concerns.

13. Rabbi Chayim ben Shlomo of Chernovitz, Sefer Be’er Chayim
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“He should tell others his concerns,” because when a person tells others the troubles and worries
that are in his heart, which depress him and make him stressed, the worry in his heart will be
eased.

14. Rabbi Hanokh Levine of Alexander, Sefer Siach Sarfei Kodesh, Tefillah 14
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“Yesihena” from the word: “Isaac went out /asuach (walking or meditating) in the field,” and
he poured out his sichah (conversation) before God — sichah is the word for prayer. “He
should tell others his concerns” means he should pray for others.

15. Rabbi Pinchas Shapiro from Koritz, Midrash Pinchas
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He should distract himself with words of Torah, or he should go to sleep and his soul will
be gathered up in the Ezz Sof (the Endless One).

16. Malbim, Proverbs 12:25
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Among the forces in the soul is also worry, which is the worry that the person has for the
future... Even if a person is rich and leads a peaceful life, when worry rules his heart, he will
worry about the future — that his house will be destroyed, his wealth will be used up, his sons will
die, his enemies will rule over him, and so forth, and he will be in constant sadness. When this



image of worry arises in his heart, the sage offers him two pieces of advice: a) to push down this
image to the bottom of his soul, where it will be covered up in darkness, by distracting himself
from these ideas so that he won’t worry, or b) to think about positive images, that are the
opposite of the anxious images. For example, he should imagine that his end is good, that his
house will stand upright and be full of God’s blessings, that there is hope for the future. That is
what it says in the verse, “If there is anxiety in a person’s heart,” when an anxious image arises
and rules the heart, the advice is, or to “let him quash it” and bring it down, or to “turn it into
joy with a good word” through a positive image instead of the evil image that makes him sad,
and this will make him happy.

17. Jeremiah 46:27
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But you,
Have no fear, My servant Jacob,
Be not dismayed, O Israel!
I will deliver you from far away,
Your folk from their land of captivity;
And Jacob again shall have calm
And quiet, with none to trouble him.



