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I 

We begin with the first blessing. Invariable (except for a brief passage 

added in during the High Holidays) throughout the year’s thousand -

odd annual recitations of the Amidah, the very first b’rakhah suggests 

its importance in four ways: by being first, by being more or less 

invariable, by being the only one of the nineteen to begin and end 

with the phrase barukh atah Adonai, and by being one of the two 

blessings of the Amidah during which the sages ordained a Jew at 

prayer bow down before God. The blessing touches on many different 

themes, but the most basic of them is that the God to whom we turn in 

prayer is not solely the God of the present, but also of the past; not 

simply the God of us here and now, but also the God of our patriarchs 

and matriarchs of hoariest antiquity. Moderns seeking to prepare 

themselves to recite this first benediction will wish to begin by 

clarifying to themselves the precise way they think about the passage 

of time. 

Nothing could be more obvious than the fact that the past and the 

future meet in the present, but when viewed from a spiritual point of 

view, this is not a simple truth. Indeed, it challenges us to see 

ourselves at the confluence of history and destiny, as living, breathing 

fulcrums providing the balancing point between what has befallen the 

Jewish people and what may yet befall them. To prepare to recite the 

first blessing of the Amidah, we need to ponder the intricacies of 

Jewish history with enough fervor (and knowledge) to feel the full 



weight of the pass propelling us forward into the future. To focus on 

the words “God of our ancestors” and, in so doing, to develop the self -

conception of ourselves as prisms through which the full force of the 

spiritual yearning for God of a thousand generations of Jewish people 

is refracted into the future. To attempt not merely to believe that we 

all stand at the crossroads of history, but actually to feel ourselves as 

the individual conduits through which the recollective consciousness 

of the Jewish people is to be funneled into the active consciousnesses 

of countless unborn generations.  

 

 

 

II 

The first b’rakhah cedes nicely into the second. Also diffuse in nature, 

the blessing has at its core the notion that God will end history at a 

certain point in time, bring the dead back to life for judgement, and 

usher in a new era of human existence founded upon the principles of 

justice, peace and human decency. The benediction makes reference to 

many ways in which God rescues the needy of our world—healing the 

sick and lifting up the downtrodden, granting strength to the weak 

and freedom to those held in bondage—but always the text returns to 

the larger theme: that, in the end, the ultimate ḥesed will be the 

resurrection of the dead at the end of time. God will not break faith 

with those who lie interred in the dust of the earth, the text reads...for 

the Almighty is a mighty enough Sovereign to dole out death and life, 

to control the destiny not solely of the world itself, but also of each 

individual human being who lives or whoever has lived in it.  

To prepare to recite this blessing, a Jew needs to come to terms with 

some powerful aspects of his or her faith. It is, after all, one thing to 

think of God as the all-powerful Governor of Being and quite another 

to accept the notion, as basic to our faith as it is challenging, that God 

exists as the personal Redeemer of us all individually. Before 

approaching the second b’rakhah of the Amidah, we need to ponder 



the meaning of life and death. Is death merely the absence of life? 

That is how scientists explain it, but it doesn’t feel that way at all to 

people who have known death up close. There were generations of 

Jews who spoke of the Angel of Death as a real presence in the 

world...and even moderns who don’t quite believe that there really is 

such a being will readily understand the impetus behind such a belief: 

that death is a force to be reckoned with, something powerful and 

merciless, something that ends life without reference to the goodness 

or the decency of the person whose life is being ended at that 

particular moment. And so our blessing requires us to come to terms, 

first, with the notion that God is the Source of death and life and, 

second, with the notion that both life and death have their origin in 

the will of God. That God, therefore, is not only the one-time Giver-

Out of Life and its one-time Taker Away, but the endless Source of 

Being that grants vitality to dust, that takes that vitality away, that 

can restore that vitality if the deeds of a specifi c individual warrant 

such during his or her sojourn in the land of the living.  

 

 

 

III 

The third blessing of the Amidah, the last of the three which 

invariably open the prayer, is the shortest the pray -er will have 

encountered so far and is based on the notion of God’s unutterable 

holiness. God is holy, the prayer reads, and the name of God is holy 

and it behooves us, therefore, to acknowledge God not only as our 

Regent and Sovereign, but also as the Source of holiness in the world. 

Moderns preparing to recite this blessing will want to ask themselves 

what, precisely they think holiness to be. Coming in English from a 

root that suggests exaltation and superiority, the word “holy” 

translates a Hebrew word that has its root meaning in the domain of 

separateness. To be holy, therefore, is to be exalted over all; but to be 



kadosh has embedded in it the idea of being totally other than the 

world. As, indeed, our tradition would have us consider God to be 

precisely that: part of the world and distinct from the world a nd 

totally other that the created world. Moderns approaching this third 

benediction will want to ask themselves what, precisely, it means for 

them to declare God to be the ultimate source of holiness. Where do 

we find holiness in our world? For a word we bandy about with great 

frequency, especially in liturgical settings, it is a bit surprising to 

realize how difficult it is for us to say, precisely, what we mean but it. 

What does it mean to acknowledge God as being holy? What did the 

author of the twenty-second psalm mean to suggest by referring to 

God as being the Holy One Who is enthroned on the hymns of praise 

sung by the Jewish people? Can God’s otherness be overcome through 

praise? Is alienation from God the unavoidable corollary of God’s 

difference from humanity? For that matter, what exactly does it mean 

to consider God other than the rest of the world? Do separateness and 

apartness inevitably imply disconnectedness and disruption? Can we 

embrace something wholly other? And how, precisely, does the 

concept of holiness fit in with the ancient injunction to love God that 

we declaim morning and evening as part of the Shema just before we 

rise in prayer to recite the Amidah? When a worshiper has come to 

terms, even tentative terms, with these issues, then he or she may 

venture to recite the third blessing of the Amidah.  

 

 

 

IV 

With the fourth b’rakhah, we embark on the first of the thirteen 

blessings that form the core of the weekday Amidah. All supplicatory 

in nature, they nonetheless differ profoundly from each other in terms 

of what precisely they request of God and whether they are essentially 

personal or national in nature. Although any individual who knows 



God as his or her Creator will inevitably feel a deep sense of gratitude 

for the depth of intellect that allows human beings to understand and 

appreciate that fact, moderns preparing to recite this benediction will 

want to consider what, precisely, they consider human intelligence to 

be. Different from wisdom and perspicacity, not quite the same as 

acumen and insight, similar to (yet distinct from) creativity and 

ingenuity, rooted in (but not identical to) knowledge, human 

intelligence is easier to acknowledge than to define. Is intelligence 

without God feasible? Why do so few people in the world see it that 

way? What is it about holding God in awe that activates human 

intelligence and makes it operative? These are all questions to which a 

worshiper seeking to recite the fourth benediction of the weekday 

Amidah will need to address before being able to stand before God in 

complete spiritual and liturgical integrity: we may never consider it 

reasonable to pray to God without having a clear sense of what it is, 

precisely, for which we are praying.  

 

 

 

V 

The fifth b’rakhah acclaims God as One Who “desires t’shuvah.” The 

Hebrew word for repentance, t’shuvah, is so much more pungent and 

potent than its English cousin that it deserves attention in its own 

right. What do people mean when they say in their prayers that God 

wishes them to return—for the inner meaning of t’shuvah is just that: 

return, coming home, circling back, turning around, abandoning the 

line of history for the curve of destiny. Moderns preparing to recite 

this blessing will want to ask themselves what it means to declare that 

God “wants” t ’shuvah. Is not the idea of God “wanting” anything 

absurd? Does want not imply lack? And does lack not imply 

imperfection? And does our faith not teach us to think of God as 

totally without lack or want or imperfection? Yet our sages approved 



this b’rakhah, which speaks boldly and openly about God “wanting” 

our t’shuvah. Surely this is meant metaphorically...but the intense 

importance of the concept comes across clearly precisely in the fact 

that the ancients allowed themselves this bit of hyperbole for the sa ke 

of stressing that the ultimate bond between any individual worshiper 

and God is not supposed to suggest the uneasy relationship of master 

and slave, but the dialogic way of lovers who both desire and grant the 

desires of the other, who are both the lover and the beloved in the 

party, whose knows the pleasure of love, but whose greatest pleasure 

is the pleasure derived from allowing a lover to take pleasure in 

granting pleasure. 

 

 

 

VI 

The sixth b’rakhah is rooted in the concept of divine forgiveness. 

Moderns preparing to recite this blessing will want to ask themselves 

what it means, precisely, for God to forgive their sins. Can deeds be 

undone? Or is the concept that God can make misdeeds trivial after 

the fact, shrinking them down at will to the point of in significance? 

And what of sins that don’t involve the relationship between the 

sinner and God? Can God forgive sins between human beings? What if 

one party dies—can God grant forgiveness to the surviving sinner? It 

is customary for the worshiper to beat his or her breast lightly with a 

fist when reciting the two principal words in the benediction: selah.  

(forgive!) and meh. al (pardon!) The feel of one’s hand on the skin 

directly over one’s heart is a physical reminder of the inadequacy of 

human supplication, but the reality is that our faith does teach us that 

God is prepared to forgive human beings their foibles, weaknesses a nd 

inadequacies. And another notion to ponder: mature human beings 

know that it is often easier to forgive than to accept the forgiveness of 

others. Can the same be true of the forgiveness of God?  



 

VII 

The seventh benediction of the Amidah acknowledges God as the 

Redeemer of Israel and is, in effect, a prayer for redemption. Moderns 

reading the b’rakhah will want to challenge themselves to ask what, 

exactly, they think redemption to be. Can the old categories — 

apocalypse, day of Adonai, Gog and Magog—be maintained by serious 

people in the wake of the Shoah? But if these old categories of 

redemptive thought seem wanting and as little powerful as they are 

strangely antique, then with what will moderns yearning for 

redemption in God replace them? Moderns preparing to recite the 

seventh b’rakhah of the Amidah will want to ask themselves what 

these terms mean to them. Is salvation the same as redemption? Can 

there be redemption without God? Without the advent of the Messiah? 

Can a people redeem itself? After all, we pray to God for healing and 

still endorse the existence of physicians in the world. Do we feel the 

same way about redeemers?  

 

 

 

VIII 

The eighth b’rakhah acknowledges God as the source of healing in the 

world, but to recite this benediction honestly and with fervor, the 

worshiper will first have to encounter his or her own feelings about 

the nature of sickness and health. It is normal to consider good health 

a blessing and sickness, a curse. Few people would take exception to 

that, but the situation is more complex when viewed from the vantage 

point of Jewish spirituality. Good health, after all, often leads people 

away from God. Healthy people, for example, often golf on Shabbat 

instead of heading for shul. They head for the gym instead of the study 

hall. They lose their sense of beholdenness to God for their vigor and 

robust health because it seems to be a natural feature of their lives, 



something they simply have in the same way that they have eyes that 

see and ears that hear. And it is also so that illness often leads people 

back to God.  As unsettling as it may be to admit, it is often troubling 

biopsies and abnormal MRIs that lead people back to the twin 

realizations that good health is a gift of God and that human beings are 

sinning against God when they behave as though anything else were to 

be the case. Now it’s also true that only a fool would consider these 

points and hope for catastrophic illness in his or her life...but there is 

a middle way and our b’rakhah points us in that direction. We pray for 

good health for ourselves and for our families, but the point is not that 

we solely want to be free of disease, but that we want to be imbued 

with gratitude to God for the health we enjoy. Indeed, moderns can 

find meaning in the eighth b’rakhah of the weekday Amidah by 

allowing it to give voice to their hope that the contemplation of the 

frailty of the human body and the ephemeral nature of human life 

might lead to faith in God, to being drawn back to God, to finding the 

strength to acknowledge God as the source of healing in the world.  

In the end, no one sane would wish for illness...but can something that 

brings people to God truly be considered a curse?  

 

 

 

IX 

The ninth benediction of the Amidah turns to the question of the 

natural world and acknowledges God, specifically, as the Governor of 

nature and as the Force that makes fills the decades of our lives with 

years of plenty or with years of want, with drought  or with famine. 

Regular worshipers in synagogue will recognize the theme from the 

second paragraph of the Shema, which stresses that the phenomena of 

the natural world vary between beneficence and malevolence with 

direct reference to the degree to which the Jewish people do or do not 

embrace the commandments of Torah. There is, therefore, some sort of 



subtle tension between the Shema and this ninth b’rakhah of the 

Amidah: if, for example, rainfall is function of Israel’s fidelity to the 

commandments, then what sense would it make to pray for good 

weather? Moderns will want to approach this benediction with an eye 

towards using their meditational focus as way of trying to resolve this 

particular paradox: does the natural world conform to specific, 

unbreakable natural laws or does it merely appear to function in that 

ordered way when God wills it to be so? Scripture tells us that the 

prophet Samuel prayed for rain on a specific occasion and that it 

rained that very day. We can contemplate that ancient model and  

wonder what level of piety and devotion it would take for an 

individual to hold sufficient sway with the Almighty to be able to 

influence the weather with a prayer. It hardly seems likely that any 

single one of us could do so, yet this b’rakhah only makes sense if we 

assume that individual men and women do possess that kind of 

influence on high. But do we really think that? And if we do not, then 

what would be our explanation for the arbitrariness with which 

natural phenomena wreak havoc with the world’s  people...surely if 

there is a God Who governs the world, sudden typhoons and 

hurricanes that take the lives of thousands or even tens of thousands 

cannot be considered merely the poor fortune of the dead.  

 

 

 

X 

The tenth benediction turns away from the natural world and back to 

the Jewish people, calling upon God to gather the Jews from the lands 

of their dispersion back to Eretz Yisrael, their God-given patrimony. 

Moderns will have to come to terms with their own feelings about 

Zionism and the relationship between the diaspora and Israel before 

they will be able to manage this b’rakhah with any level of spiritual 

integrity. Do we really wish for God to uproot the Jews of all lands but 



Israel and bring us all back to our ancestral homeland? There are, of 

course, Jews who do hope for just that, but most pray -ers in the 

diaspora will wish for no such thing. Does praying for something we 

do not wish to see make us into hypocrites? One could argue that 

point cogently and logically...but Jews the world over continue to 

recite this b’rakhah without any sense of crippling absurdity and 

moderns seeking to transform their prayers from the dry recitation of 

other people’s poetry into a vehicle for spiritual and intellectual 

communion with God will have to find their own way to resolve the 

paradox. One possibility would be to imagine that the text is r eferring 

to the messianic era and not to our own day at all. That would make it 

feasible for diaspora Jews to pray for the end of the dispersion without 

actually having to face the prospect of sudden deportation from the 

lands of their birth. Another possibility would make the blessing refer 

not to the absolute end of the diaspora, but only for the strengthening 

of Eretz Yisrael through the ingathering of Jews from every land. 

Modern diasporan types undertaking to recite the Amidah will want to 

ask themselves where, precisely, the modern State of Israel fits into 

their internal picture of the Jewish world. They will want to ask 

themselves why they have not gone on aliyah, why they prefer to 

remain in exile. Only very few will truly feel that they would like 

nothing more than to be brought by some messianic leader to Israel, 

but feel honor-bound to remain in place at the edges of the world 

until the advent of the Messiah. Indeed, of the people in the world 

who actually feel just that way, the vast majority wil l not be among 

those who are likely ever to read this book! So that leaves the non -

Haredi modern Jew with a problem in need of resolution if the 

recitation of this b’rakhah is to be a meaningful exercise. 

Traditionally, Jews have considered themselves to be  in mourning for 

Zion and Jerusalem. That seems slightly absurd today, but if we are 

not mourning for Zion, then how can we beseech God to rebuilt 

Jerusalem? In the solution of this riddle will lie the secret to reciting 

the tenth b’rakhah of the weekday Amidah with integrity.  

 



XI 

The eleventh blessing of the Amidah calls upon God to endow the 

judges who serve in our earthly courts with decency, righteousness 

and wisdom in judgement. Moderns will want to consider the issues 

inherent in this proposition: if God is so terribly concerned with 

justice and righteousness, why are not earthly judges simply granted 

divine insight into things, thereby guaranteeing that no false verdicts 

ever be pronounced and no wrongly-accused innocent people ever 

suffer? No observer of our criminal justice systems will argue that they 

are infallible or that it would therefore be pointless to pray that God 

guarantee justice and fairness in the world. But if Scripture is justified 

in considering God to be all-powerful, then one might reasonably ask 

why there is any divine tolerance of judicial error at all. After all, if 

the purpose of the system is to bring the guilty to justice, then how, 

precisely, would the world be a less good place if God were to ensure 

the infallibility of the judicial system by inspiring those who work 

within it never to err? Moderns embarking on the recitation of the 

eleventh benediction of the weekday Amidah will want to ask 

themselves how, precisely, they can answer these questions without 

renouncing their faith in the omnipotence of God or divine 

commitment to the values of justice and fairness. To prepare to recite 

the eleventh b’rakhah, a modern will have to face the fact that God 

could guarantee absolute fairness in judgement in the world, but...for  

whatever reason, does not do so and leaves us instead to pray for 

justice in the world. 

 

 

 

XII 

The twelfth benediction of the weekday Amidah is in some ways the 

most famous and, in others, the most notorious. Possessed of the most 

colorful history, this is the b’rakhah that was added to the original 



eighteen to make a final tally of nineteen benedictions. Interested 

students of liturgy will find the long story of this benediction, usually 

called birkat ha-minim in the literature, fascinating, but modern 

worshipers will inevitably be more interested in delving into the form 

in which the blessing appears in our own prayerbooks. As we have it 

in our siddurim, the blessing is a plea that God defeat and destroy the 

wicked among us. Worshipers seeking to commune with God through 

the recitation of this prayer will, therefore, have to come to terms, 

first, with the precise way they explain the existence of evil in the 

world and, although different moderns will frame the issue internally 

in different ways, for most people this will require coming to terms 

with the Shoah. Is God all-powerful and all-able? Scripture says as 

much in dozens of passages...but does that imply that the Almighty 

could well have saved some—or, for that matter, all—of the millions 

who died, including the million and a half children, but simply did not 

wish to do so? One idea would seem to flow from the other, but 

moderns who wish to recite the twelfth b’rakhah will need to work 

out for themselves what, precisely, they mean when they acknowledge 

God as the Force in the world that “annihilates the wicked and defeats 

the arrogant,” yet remained inactive in defense of the martyrs. 

Different schools of thought exist to explain the role of God in the 

Holocaust, but the intelligent worshiper will seek his  or her answer 

not in books written by other people, but within the deepest recesses 

of his or her own heart. Is evil simply what we call the behavior of 

people who do not know God? (But surely there are decent, kind 

atheists in the world.) Does God endure evil in the world not because, 

God forbid, God is incapable of preventing it or simply does not find it 

as unbearably intolerable as do its human victims? Is there no level to 

which human depravity can sink before it overwhelms God’s decision 

to grant human beings the freedom to chart their own destinies and 

behave in accordance with whatever they personally determine to be 

the right path? Or are we approaching the issue from the wrong 

direction...and is the fact that fully two-thirds of the Jews of the world 

survived the onslaught during the years of the Shoah the far more 

potent point? And how does the founding of the State of Israel a scant 



three years after the last of the martyrs was put to death fit into the 

larger picture? The paradox is this: these questions have no answers, 

but no one who fails to find an internally satisfying answer will be 

able to turn to God in prayer and recite the twelfth blessing of the 

Amidah as it appears in our prayerbook with integrity.  

 

 

XIII 

The thirteenth benediction of the weekday Amidah talks about the 

different classes of Jewish people—the saints and the sages, the elders 

and the scribes and those who have come to Judaism later in life as 

righteous converts—and begs God for divine protection and support 

for them all. To prepare to recite this b’rakhah, moderns will have to 

own up to the level of support they personally have shown for people 

in the above-mentioned categories. Do our communities want rabbis at 

their helms who are sages and scholars...or ones who excel at 

fundraising and membership promotion? Do our day schools hire 

teachers who are steeped in Torah learning and deeply committed to 

observance or do we see no problem engaging teachers who are often 

completely devoid of spirituality and totally unobservant in their 

private lives? Do we welcome converts into our midst with open 

hearts and minds or do we make converts feel ill at ease and slightly 

uncomfortable in our synagogues and in our larger communities? And 

what of our elders? Do we welcome older, infirm parents into our 

homes as revered guests or do we respond to our parents’ and 

grandparents’ senescence by building more and larger old age homes in 

which to dump them when they require a level of care that it might 

cost us some, or all, of our leisure time to provide? Obviously, there 

are going to be all sorts of ways for moderns to answer these questions, 

but behind them all is a single issue: do we admire piety, learning and 

commitment...or do we merely say we do while secretly holding those 

who embody those values in contempt?  



XIV 

The fourteenth b’rakhah is a prayer for the welfare of Jerusalem. No 

city has ever inspired more passion than Yerushalayim, but moderns 

will have to ask themselves some hard questions before daring to 

acclaim God as the Builder of Jerusalem Whose spirit resides within 

the walls of the Holy City in a more intense, real way than in any 

other place. For one thing, moderns will have to address the issue of 

God’s residence on earth before rising in prayer and recitin g these 

words. Do we truly believe God to dwell more potently in Jerusalem 

than in any other place? How does this belief fit in with our belief in 

an omnipresent God Who dwells in all places at once? Can the human 

mind grasp the concept of existence that i s somewhere and 
everywhere at the same time? And what of the fact that God is also 

nowhere...at least in the sense that our faith teaches us that God has 

no physical dimensions at all. But if even “being” is too ontologically 

charged a term for a God Who exists outside the boundaries of what 

humans can conceive of as existence, then what does it mean for God 

to be anywhere at all? All of these questions can be focused through 

the question of our feelings about Jerusalem. For Israeli politicians, 

they will all be part of the larger question of who will control which 

part of the city when, finally, peace is achieved. But for moderns 

seeking to commune with the divine realm through the medium of the 

Amidah, the questions to be addressed will be different ones. Is 

Jerusalem the historical place of the ancient Temple or a place in 

which God can—or ought—be sought even today? Is the notion that 

Jerusalem is a holy city truly operative for us today? And how, 

precisely, does that notion accord with our conviction that God may 

be sought in any place and by anyone who seeks communion with the 

divine realm in the context of honest prayer? Is any place in which 

Jews gather to seek God Jerusalem? But what then of the real 

Jerusalem? Is it worth fighting for? Dying for? Is Jerusalem only the 

Jerusalem of Israel in the sense that Napoleon called Vilna the 

Jerusalem of Lithuania? Or is Jerusalem the Jerusalem of the world? Of 

humanity? Of Jewish humanity? Of monotheistic humanity? Can 



Jewish people come closer to God by embracing faith in the sanctity of 

Jerusalem without falling back on pious slogans and catchwords? The 

question of how Israel should negotiate its status is for Israelis to 

determine, but moderns seeking God in prayer will need their own 

answers to these questions...and to rise in prayer before God in the 

context of this b’rakhah requires a clear sense of what Jerusalem is, 

what it means to say that God dwells there, what it means for us to 

turn towards the Holy City in prayer and what, in the end, constitutes 

our personal pilgrimage to the God Who dwells there.  

 

 

 

XV 

The fifteenth blessing of the weekday Amidah is a plea to God for the 

advent of the Messiah. Moderns will have to face the recitation of this 

b’rakhah by coming to terms with the precise way they feel about the 

whole notion of Jewish messianism. The Bible reports that among 

God’s promises to King David was the assurance that a king from the 

Davidic line would ever reign over the Jewish people. And, indeed, 

every single king that reigned in Jerusalem from David’s day until the 

destruction of Judah in the sixth century B.C.E. was descended from 

David. But when the exile in Babylon ended and the Jews returned to 

Eretz Yisrael fifty years or so after having being deported, the 

kingship was not renewed. (The precise reasons for this are not 

known. Probably the simplest explanation is that Judah was no longer 

an independent state and its Persian overlords would not countenance 

the re-establishment of kingship.) The history of messianic speculation 

in Israel is a very complex issue, but moderns preparing to recite the 

fifteenth b’rakhah of the Amidah will have to deal with the basic 

issues through the medium of their own faith. Do we expect a king 

from the House of David to return to rule over Israel? (The term 

“messiah” implies precisely that: the word means “anointed one” and 



refers to the ancient Israelite custom of investing its kings with 

kingship by pouring special oil over their heads.) Moderns seeking to 

come to faith through prayer will want to know what, precisely, they 

mean when they pray that the “horn of salvation” be raised for Israel. 

Do they truly expect a personal redeemer to arrive on earth to herald 

the messianic age? Jews who have abandoned Judaism for Christianity 

sometimes seek to assuage their guilt by labeling themselves 

“messianic Jews” as though firm messianic faith were something no 

Jew who remains faithful to Judaism could embrace. Nothing could be 

further from the truth...but Jews standing in prayer before God who 

wish to recite the fifteenth blessing of the Amidah will have to face 

their own beliefs squarely before they can use them access faith in 

God. Indeed, moderns will have a lot of issues to resolve before daring 

to stand before God and recite the words of the fifteenth b’rakhah, but 

foremost among them will have to be this one: can we believe that 

redemption will be the end of history?  

 

 

 

XVI 

The sixteenth benediction of the weekday Amidah is, slightly 

tautologically, a prayer for prayer. A prayer that prayer be heard. A 

prayer that prayer be answered. A prayer that prayer itself be a 

medium of communication with the divine. “For You are a God who 

mercifully hears the prayer of Your people Israel,” the text reads...but 

moderns wishing to commune with God through the medium of prayer 

will have to prepare to recite this blessing by considering what they 

truly think prayer to be. Does God listen to prayer? An affirmative 

answer to that question will rest at the core of any traditional Jewish 

approach to life, but do we really think that? When we pray for 

something that we do not end up getting, do we simply accept that our 

prayers have been answered in the negative? Indeed, the whole 



concept of standing in a crowd of people and whispering words which 

we presume will occupy the attention of the Sovereign of the World 

long enough to provoke an answer one way or the other is itself more 

than a bit strange. Can moderns find it reasonable to assume that God 

exists in a potential dialogic relationship with every single human 

being? Is there a distinction between the way God listens to the 

prayers of Jewish people and the prayers of non-Jews? Is there a 

difference between the way God responds to prayers that are prompted 

by the longings of the human heart and those recited at the precisely 

proper times from prayerbooks? Moderns preparing to recite the 

sixteenth b’rakhah of the Amidah will need to come to terms with 

these issues before they can acknowledge the Almighty as the God 

Who hears (and, presumably, responds to) prayer.  

 

 

 

XVII 

The seventeenth b’rakhah of the weekday Amidah is the first of the 

final three blessings which remain more or less constant throughout 

the year. (The Amidah for Shabbat and festivals has the same opening 

and closing three blessings as the weekday version of the prayer and 

differs primarily in that the interior thirteen b’rakhot are omitted and 

replaced by a prayer acknowledging God as the ordaining force behind 

our Sabbath or holiday observance.)  In the version of this blessings 

that appears in the prayerbooks in general use in the  Conservative 

movement, this antepenultimate benediction is a prayer that God find 

the prayers and rituals of Jewish observance pleasing, satisfactory and 

acceptable. To prepare to recite this blessing, moderns will have to 

come to terms with the way they actually feel about the nature of 

observance. For fundamentalists who insist that each mitzvah is a 

divinely ordained precept, the concept will present no problems at all: 

since each specific act of ritual observance is deemed to come directly 



from God, it stands to reason that that same God Who commanded the 

commandments will find the performance of each mitzvah no less 

pleasant any earthly king would find it delightful to see his subjects 

willingly following his instructions and orders without complaint or 

hesitation. The problem is far different for moderns who reject a 

fundamentalist reading of the text of Scripture and who, therefore, 

cannot proceed forward in their religious lives on the assumption that 

the various rituals ordained by Scripture reflect  the unadulterated will 

of God. For people who reject fundamentalism and fanaticism, the 

mitzvot will be rites devised by human beings seeking to invent a 

framework in which to seek out communion with God. The laws and 

regulations that attend these commandments will be attempts by 

subsequent generations to perfect these rituals, to make them work 

better, to refine them and to make them more effective in leading the 

people who perform them to God. For people who hold these beliefs, 

the notion that God may or may not take pleasure in the rituals we use 

as the tools and accouterments of worship becomes a real concern as 

the focus of the b’rakhah shifts from the hope that our ritual will be 

done properly to the notion that the rituals of our faith themselves 

will be effective in leading us to God.  

The blessing returns twice to the idea that the rituals of modern 

Jewish life, taken as a whole, are the latter-day equivalent of the 

ancient sacrificial service performed in the Temple in Jerusalem for as 

long as it stood. How do we relate to that idea? Do we feel, for 

example, that our punctilious Shabbat observance is the latter -day 

version of the animal sacrifices that the Torah ordains be offered up 

on the Sabbath? For that matter, do we consider the Amida h we recite 

in the morning and afternoon to be the modern equivalent of the daily 

tamid sacrifice offered up daily on the great bronze altar in the 

ancient Temple? And there are other issues to confront as well: do we 

believe that there can be salvation outside the performance of the 

commandments? Does ritual observance effect, or hasten, deliverance? 

What is the precise relationship between faith in God and adherence 

to the commandments? Does a non-fundamentalist approach to 



Scripture deprive ritual of its  grandeur? Of its purpose? Of its deepest 

meaning? Moderns seeking to preserve their spiritual integrity while 

preparing themselves to say the seventeenth b’rakhah will need to 

answer these questions before embarking on its recitation.  

 

 

 

XVIII 

The eighteenth blessing is the fifth of the six recited on weekday and 

Sabbath. A long benediction made even more lengthy with long 

passages designated for insertion on Purim and Hanukkah and a 

shorter one for the High Holiday season, the general idea in all its 

versions is always that the primary emotion individuals are to bring to 

their worship of God is neither praise nor self-abnegation, but a deep 

sense of beholdenness. The notion that, more than anything, human 

beings need to be grateful to God for the gifts of the ir lives, for the 

wonders God has created in their world, for the miracle of life 

itself...and also for the specific ways God intervenes in the lives of all 

peoples, and especially the Jewish people, to deliver them from foes 

mightier than they and to guarantee their continued existence in peace 

and security. Moderns seeking to recite this benediction will want to 

ask themselves if they truly do feel grateful to God for all that they 

possess or if the gratitude they profess is merely a kind of reflex of 

their faith. Although it is certainly true that most people only 

recognize the good things in their lives once they somehow disappear, 

this is obviously not the only way to live. Moderns seeking to recite 

this blessing will have to prepare for the experience by asking 

themselves some difficult questions. Do they truly ascribe the good in 

their lives to the beneficence of God? Do they feel truly, not 

begrudgingly, grateful to God for the food they eat? For the water they 

drink? For the health they enjoy? Do they feel overcome with feelings 

of beholdenness and gratitude to God when it rains? When they see 



the natural world functioning in the way God created it to function? 

When Purim and Hanukkah come, do moderns use the opportunity to 

eat hamentaschen or latkes or to meditate on the role God plays in the 

history of Israel? These are not going to be simple questions to answer 

honestly, but the eighteenth blessing of the weekday Amidah can give 

moderns a chance to focus their thinking and come to terms with their 

innermost feelings on these issues that rest, each in its own way, at the 

core of Jewish spirituality.  

 

 

 

XIX 

The final benediction of the weekday Amidah has two versions, one 

for the morning and another for the afternoon and evening. Both, 

however, are merely variations on the same theme and both are 

prayers for peace. Moderns preparing themselves to recite this 

b’rakhah will have to decide what they consider peace to be. Is it 

merely the absence of war? Or is it something more, something people 

who seek God strive to attain in their spiritual lives as an essential 

prerequisite to the knowledge of God? Nations, generally speaking, are 

either at war or at peace...but for human beings, the situation is 

dramatically more complex. Can a person not be under  attack from 

outside foes and still not have attained the state called s halom in 

Hebrew? The English word has a distinct connotation of being free 

from outside aggression, but the Hebrew has a different quality and 

suggests just as readily a state of equil ibrium, of being quit of 

outstanding obligations, of having attained a state of inner 

conflictlessness, of having freed oneself of the stress of being spiritual 

in a secular world, of being Jewish in a Gentile world, of yearning for 

God in a world that considers such desires—to the extent that it 

considers them at all—quaint, even charming, but hardly the kind of 

thing to which serious people devote themselves. Peace is not the 



absence of tension or ambivalence, but the ability to rise above both to 

a state of pure striving for God. It is not the absence of doubt, but the 

absence of crippling uncertainty about the worth of the spiritual 

life...and about participating in the Jewish mission to know God, to 

encounter God, to seek oneness and union with God. I t, and not 

freedom from the irritating presence of outside foes, is the great goal 

of Jewish spirituality and, therefore, the more than reasonable 

culmination to the Amidah. To pray to God for shalom in the spiritual 

sense of the word is, therefore, a kind of a paradox: peace is the 

prerequisite for successfully experiencing communion with God, yet 

we address God in prayer—surely the most basic of all forms of 

communion with the divine—to ask that it be granted us. Moderns 

seeking to recite the Amidah in an atmosphere of absolute spiritual 

integrity will want to ponder that paradox and its various implications 

and corollaries: seeking peace is the great goal of our lives in God and 

the greatest blessing we can solicit from God.  

 

 


