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It was year 4 of rabbinical school and all of us were starting to think about what we wanted to write about for our rabbinic thesis and which professors we wanted as thesis supervisors. I knew I wanted to do something about prayer. I had spent the previous 4 years – and several years before entering the yeshiva writing creative services and had taken every liturgy course the college had to offer, but I was floundering. What did I want to research? To write about? To answer that question I did what I often do when I’m in a quandary – I put the question on the back burner and turned on the TV. 
Sometimes taking your conscious mind off the question that is bothering you and focussing on something non-consequential helps the thought process get going. I turned on a sitcom – one that was actually very short-lived – that focussed on a child who, among other things, was a student at a Catholic school. There were a few incidents in this particular episode which I honestly cannot recall now, but each time she prayed, what she was hoping for happened while someone else seemed to suffer or get hurt. The capper was when she went to school one morning, not prepared for a test and prayed that the test would be cancelled. It was, but it was cancelled because the nun teaching that class had died. This caused a bit of a crisis for the girl – she truly believed she had killed her favourite nun with her prayer. As she spilled her heart out to her priest, he reassured her that she had not indeed killed the nun and said “I think we have to have a discussion about the nature of petitionary prayer.” Watching this, I thought “light bulb! – That’s it!” That’s what I want to explore in my thesis. What does Jewish tradition have to say about petitionary prayer? What can we truly expect when we ask God for something? 
Jewish prayers essentially take two forms: petitionary and expressions of praise or thanksgiving. The weekday Amidah, often called the “Sh’monah Esrei”, the 18 benedictions, contains 13 petitionary prayers – 15 if you count the silent prayer in the “Yihyu L’ratzon” that conclude that portion of the service. The Avinu Malkeinu prayer, which recite many times during both Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur is a litany of petitions: 
Avinu Malkeinu, hear our voice, have compassion upon us and our children; make an end to sickness, war and famine; make an end to all oppression, inscribe us in the Book of Life; give strength to Your people Israel; be gracious to us and answer us, treat us with charity, grace and save us. 
These are just some of the things we ask of God in the various texts of this prayer. That’s on top of our petitions to help those in need of healing, the everyday prayers for peace. In short, we are always asking God for something. Even on Shabbat, when God technically has the day off, we still petition for healing of the sick and of course, for peace. 
In yesterday’s Torah reading, Hagar bursts into tears over Ishmael’s distress when they are exiled from Abraham and Sarah’s tent. The Torah tells us “God heard the cry of the boy…” whereupon an angel calls to Hagar from heaven and reassures her. Throughout the patriarchal sagas there are tales of our ancestors beseeching God for help in their travails and then God grants their request. In this morning’s reading, Isaac does not cry out. There is no reference to him struggling with his father as he is bound to the altar. The Torah does not reveal any inner turmoil, which most assuredly must have been there, and yet an angel is sent by God to intercede and save Isaac from the knife. 
Prayers in Scripture tend to be very straightforward. Often the words of prayers aren’t even relayed. We are told simply that Abraham, or Moses or someone beseeches God or prays to God and the prayer is answered. The briefest prayer in Torah occurs when Miriam is afflicted with a plague; Moses simply prays “Heal her, O God”. Rabbinic Judaism’s liturgy is much more elaborate. It was designed to replace the sacrificial cult and to the ritual of prayer is invested with as much gravitas as possible so that it is, indeed, a suitable replacement for animal sacrifice. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Some do not pay much attention to the specific words of prayers. Some are simply bored by the ritual and routine. They see the words as archaic and not authentically representing who they are – their hopes and aspirations. Still others see the traditional liturgy as the ancient and ongoing expression of the hopes and aspirations of our people and so participate in the routine of the ritual without really being concerned about the words. 
But words matter. For example, generations ago, Reform liturgists made a slight change to the G’vurot prayer. They changed “m’chaiyei hameitim” – the one who quickens the dead – to “m’chaiyei hakol” – the One who gives life to all. Their reasons for doing so were ideological. They had abandoned the notion of a personal messiah in favour of a so-called messianic age. There has been a lot of philosophical and theological back and forth on these concepts. Some rabbis are firmly committed to the idea of a messianic era, while others – myself included – don’t have an issue with the notion of a personal messiah or the notion of resurrection of the dead. Nevertheless when I think of my personal theology, I really do think of God as the source of life for everything. So for me, personally, m’chaiyei hakol is who God is and that’s the text that resonates with me for entirely different reasons than the original liturgists who introduced this change. And still, at memorial services and during Shiva, I pray m’chaiyei meitim because, at those services, death and the afterlife are very much on the minds of the worshippers and so, in that context, those words fit. I like having the option of either and in the new siddur m’chaiyei meitim has been put back in as an option.  
Other liturgical changes that have happened over the years do resonate. Liturgists in the 19th and 20th centuries changed many of the negative texts in the daily blessings, such as thanking God for “not making me a woman, or not making me a Gentile” into affirmations like thanking God for “making me in the Divine image or for making me a Jew” and adding the matriarchs in with the patriarchs because they are part of our history as well and, after all, half the Jews in the world are women. 
So this puts me firmly in the “yes and” approach to liturgy. I love the ancient words and try to understand and interpret them to fit my context but I’m not afraid to change a word or two or add a word or two when I feel the text doesn’t resonate. I don’t always agree with some of the changes in the new siddur. I’m not fond of “ezrat Sarah” or referring to God as “Yotzreinu” as an alternative to Malkeinu. I don’t like adding yoshvei teivel at the end of the Kaddish either – I much prefer v’al kol B’nei Adam… but I digress. I want to return to my earlier question: what can we expect when we ask God for something? 
In my research for my thesis, I discovered there are three answers to petitionary prayers: yes, no, and not right now. The “wait for it” responses typically indicate situations where we have some work to do. Peace is a great example. Much as we might like, God is unlikely to wave the divine hand and suddenly there is world peace. God could very well bring an end to all wars in such a way, but we would still have work to do. For peace to be achieved and to be lasting, we have to change the way we think about those who are currently our foes. It might be great, for instance, to achieve peace with the Palestinians but if that peace is achieved without somehow ameliorating the simmer hatred on both sides that peace won’t last. This is case in any place where there is currently conflict, whether that conflict is political or military in nature. 
The yeses and no’s are more complex, which may seem surprising to some of you. Which prayers will God say yes to? Which prayers will God say no to? We have no way of knowing – hence the petitionary prayers that ask God to find favour with our petitionary prayers.  And in the case of an apparent ‘no’, is it really a ‘no’ or is it a ‘not right now’? How do we know? I mentioned earlier that the words matter. Indeed yesterday I spoke about the meaning of the words in the Shofar service and how we should not lose sight of their meaning in the pageantry of the sounding of the shofar itself. Words do matter, but so does what we bring to the prayers – what the rabbis refer to as ‘kavanah’ – our intent. 
There are two main words for prayer in Hebrew. One is avodah – a reference to the service which replaces the ancient sacrifices. The other is l’hitpaleil – the verb from which we get the noun, t’fillah, the word for prayer. Avodah, as many of you know is the Hebrew word for labour or work. What does labour have to do with the prayer service? Well, the typical response to that question is the ancient sacrificial rites were hard work. Slaughtering animals, draining the blood, cleaning the altar, burning things – that was all physically intense. But using the word ‘Avodah’ in reference to prayer hints at a much deeper meaning. In describing the prayer service in reference to the ancient sacrificial rites, the rabbis coined the phrase ‘Avodah sh’ba-leiv’ – the offerings of the heart. 
L’hitpaleil is a reflexive verb meaning to reflect on oneself. So, from the Jewish perspective, to engage in prayer is not just reaching out to God, but rather, it is the process of introspection and leaving oneself open. Avodah and t’fillah are really two sides of the same coin. As we focus on the words of the prayer service (what the rabbis call the kevah) we reflect on who we are and what we should be. When open ourselves to the words of the texts and to new possibilities to become the best versions of ourselves, we bring the best kavanah, the best intent to our worship. When we do that, we accomplish the avodah sh’ba-leiv – the sincere offerings of the heart – that the prayer service was designed to achieve. 
The rabbis teach that the one who arises from prayer a better person, that one’s prayer has been answered. And that is really the intent of this day, of this season. So here is my Rosh HaShanah petitionary prayer for you, for all of us: 
May it be God’s will that the words of our mouths and the meditations of our hearts find favour in God’s sight that our prayers will be answered by helping us to arise from our worship at the end of these most sacred of days as better persons, ready and able to face and embrace the challenges and the opportunities of the new year ahead. 
eaizkze dkezne daeh dpy
I wish you a sweet and happy New Year and may you be inscribed in the Book of Life for blessing. 
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