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Introduction

In Chapters Four and Five of Bavli Berakhot, the Gemara' directs its attention to the
recitation of the tefilla - the Amidah or Shemoneh Esrei — which is recited during Shacharit,
Minhah, Ma’ariv and Musaf services. The bulk of the Gemara’s discussion focuses on keva, the
fixed elements, of the Amidah.” Detailed discussions address the timing, content, and manner of
the recitation of the Amidah.

The Gemara’s focus on keva reflects the efforts of the Rabbis to develop a discipline and
culture of prayer to replace the sacrificial cult following the destruction of the second Temple.’
And yet, despite the Germara’s emphasis on the keva of the Amidah, its concerns are not limited
to keva alone; the Gemara is also concerned with the kavanah - attitude and intention - of the
pray-er. In chapter 4 of Bavli Berakhot, R. Eliezer warns, “If a man makes his prayer a fixed task
it is not [genuine] supplication.” Ismar Elbogen characterizes the goals of the Amoraim of the
Bavli, as follows:

...there was a desire to cast as much as possible into fixed and established molds.

This goal occasioned a great many halakhic discussions, giving the impression that
the amoraim viewed the entire realm of liturgy from a purely legalistic point of view

"' usc the term Gemara to refer to the entirety of the Talmud excluding the Mishnah. As such, the Gemara consists
of materials from Tannaim, Amoraim and the Stam (or, more accurately, Stammim). I use the term Stam, or the
voice of the Stam, to refer to the “authorship” of the Gemara — the Rabbis who compiled, edited and composed the
materials contained in the Gemara.

? For ease of reference and to avoid confusion with the broader genre of prayer, I use the term Amidah rather than
tefilla or prayer in this paper.

~ For example: how late or early one may pray; the obligations of the individual; communal worship; if the
recitation of an Amidah is missed; special inserts; improper additions; the texts of the Havineinu (the abridged
Amidah) and the Katzar (the shortened Amidah); if errors are made by the prayer leader or the individual; the
origins of the three daily prayers and the significance of the varying number of blessings in the Amidah; and prayer
choreography. For summaries of the topics covered by each sugya in Chapter Four see Appendix I, and for Chapter
Five see Appendix 1L In the context of this paper, I use the term sugyu to refer to the Gemara's entire discussion
following a Mishnah (or grouping of combined Mishnayot).

* Rabban Gamliel II is generally credited with setting the parameters of the Amidah; however, the exact order and
texts of the benedictions were not set until much later. For brief histories of the formation of the Amidah liturgy
see: Elbogen, Idelsohn, Hoffman, Langer, Milgram.

* M. Berakhot 4:4, B. Berakhot 29b
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and forced everything into a rigid framework of regulations. But no faithful picture

can be gained solely from the halakhic discussions. Wherever we are able to look

into the minds of the amoraim, we become aware of them not merely as desiccated

legists, but as men of delicate religious sensibilities. With all their talk of prayer as

a duty, with all their debates as to the details of how this duty is fulfilled, when we

inquire about their personal opinions all casuistry and argumentation fall away, and

reverence is left as the sole requirement that they impose.®
It would seem, then, that the Gemara is concerned that pray-er of the Amidah doesn’t lose touch
with the roots of fixed prayer: the ability to pray spontaneously and from the heart.”

In the first sugya of B. Berakhot Chapter Five, the Gemara addresses the very topic of
reverence of which Elbogen spoke. Citing the Mishnah, the Gemara begins on 30b:

173 PHRONMY AR AW PR DPIWRIT DYT0M WK TN TN RIK 290000 T PR

RD 12PY HY 7190 w1190 12 8D M2 SR 7950 190K anaw onvaky oab e
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We don’t stand up to pray except with reverence. The early pious ones used to tarry

for one hour and then pray in order to direct their hearts to the Father Who is in

Heaven. Even if a king asks about his welfare, one should not answer him. Even if

a snake is coiled around his heel, one should not pause.

The focus of this paper is an examination of the Gemara’s discussion of this reverence —
or koved rosh - and, more specifically, the surprising nature of the Gemara’s exegeses of
Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers on 31a-32a. To understand the Gemara’s discussion of koved rosh,
we will first examine the term kavanah, then the exegeses of Hannah’s prayer and Moses’
prayer, and my analysis of these exegeses. And finally, we will look at some possible
conclusions to be drawn from the Gemara’s discussion of koved rosh.

I believe we will find that Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers, which are transformed in such a

creative way that they become characterized as words hurled at God, present an attitude which

we would anticipate to be in conflict with the requirement of koved rosh, but in fact is not only

6

Elbogen, 212.
7 As discussed in Chapters Four and Five, the Amidah includes places for personal and private supplications — in the
thirteen petitionary prayers and at the end of the fixed liturgy.
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justified and tolerated but it considered necessary and required. In their individual fights for
justice, Hannah and Moses serve as our role modeis for prayer; and the term koved rosh is

understood to embrace their seeming irreverence.

The Gemara and Kavanah

As mentioned above, the Gemara begins Chapter Five of B. Berakhot by quoting
Mishnah 5:1. This Mishnah concerns itself with the kavanah with which the pray-er recites the
Amidah. The Mishnah begins by telling us that one should not stand up to recite the Amidah
without koved rosh and then goes on to tell us that, “The early pious ones used to tarry for one
hour and then pray in order to direct their hearts (D37 1> ) to their Father Who is in Heaven.”

This directing of one’s heart — kavanah — is generally defined as intention or
concentration. However, as Tzee Zahavy points out, “a precise definition of the term has been
elusive because it refers to an intangible inner state of mind, abstract concept of thought, and not

a physical or tangible action.”®

The Gemara’s discussion of how to improve one’s chances for proper kavanah while
reciting the Amidah suggests a much more nuanced meaning than mere concentration.” On 31a, a
number of suggestions concerning preparation for proper kavanah are offerd from various

Baraitot. One should not recite the Amidah after having just discussed a matter of disputed law

8 Tzvee Zahavy, “Kavvanah for Prayer in the Mishnah and Talmud.” Ch. 3 in New Perspectives: Religion,
Literature and Society in Ancient Israel (1987), p.37.

% Zahavy (at p.38) points out that the kavanah required to recite the Sh’'ma does not require the additional koved
rosh; therefore, the kavanah required to recite the Amidah is much greater and qualitatively different than for the
Sh’ma.
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because one’s mind will be distracted;'® one may engage in words of wisdom or study only
matters of agreed upon law before reciting the Amidah."" The second Baraita on 31a instructs:
We do not stand to pray amidst sorrow, or amidst slothfulness, or amidst laughter, or
amidst conversation (chatter), or amidst lightheadedness, or amidst idle words — but
rather, amidst the joy of mitzvah. And thus, a person should not leave from his friend,
amidst conversation (chatter) or amidst laughter, or amidst lightheadedness, or amidst
idle words ~ but rather, amidst a matter of halakhah. For thus we find in the early
prophets that they concluded their words with words of praise and consolation.
Thus, we see that kavanah involves an array of mental and emotional states. And it is in
this context that one must come to the Amidah with koved rosh. Literally, koved rosh means a
heavy head; but it is also understood to mean a bent head, a heavy heart, a solemn disposition,

awe, reverence, and humility. Now let’s see how the Gemara explicates the meaning of kavanah

and koved rosh in the contexts of Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers.

Hannah’s Prayer: (31a-31b)
Hannah'’s prayer is a private and personal prayer in which Hannah prays on her own
behalf. Embittered by her barrenness, she comes to Shiloh with her husband Elkanah and prays

for a son. Hannah’s prayer is recorded in I Samuel 1:1-10

ANY DN NINY NY? WNM ) TIM N 193N 7ON nynYsY Spenm vy map 20p) >
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"%The first Baraita cited on 31a states: The rabbis taught in a Baraita: We don’t stand up to pray not amidst a
judgment/lawsuit, nor amidst a matter of halakhah. But rather, amidst decided halakhah.

"' Zahavy (p.45-46) offers an insightful analysis of the three examples of undisputed laws which the Gemara offers.
Abaye suggests a particular law of Niddah (an example of a strict rule); Rava suggests a law about a tithing loophole
(an example of a lenient rule); and Huna suggests a law concerning the letting of blood from an animal at the
Temple (an example of an abstract principle of law). Zahavy explains reasons for these suggested laws:
Contemplating a strict rule allows a person to come to the Amidah with a humble spirit; contemplating a lenient rule
allows a person 1o come with delight; and the contemplation of an abstract principle allows a person to come with
great concentration. Zahavy further explains that these three choices represent sources of distraction from everyday
life: the relationships between men and women; mundane monetary worries; and the confrontations between
individuals and authority figures which create frustration and helplessness.




Teri Appleby Bavli Berakhot 30b-32b

And she was bitter of spirit and she prayed to Adonai, weeping continuously. And

she made a vow and said, “Adonai of hosts, if You take note of the suffering of

Your maidservant, and do not forget Your maidservant, and give Your maidservant

male offspring, then I shall give him to Adonai all the days of his life, and a razor

shall not come upon his head.

In its composed exegesis of Hannah’s prayer on B. Berakhot 3 1b, the Stam selects and
presents several creative interpretations and embellishments of the Biblical verses by Amoraim.
Four strategies used by Hannah in her petition for a child are thus identified:

1. From the phrase, And she made a vow and said, “Adonai Tzevaot” Rabbi Elazar (Al, 3)!2
provides Hannah’s first argument in which she points out the abundance of God’s creations in
the universe and makes what seems to be a reasonable request for her small and fair share."?
QIR 71 K2 MW AR X3 T2 PITRN R2W DU NYDR 137 MR NIRAX T ARM 73 M
XU TN WITR 197 720 TN NIRIX MNRIPY TN AR TV MIRIX XNT N2 UITRAY WP
INR 12 1N TV TR TR TR MR KA 291 27w K man

From the day that the Holy One Blessed Be He, created his universe, there was no

person who called the Holy One Blessed Be He, Tzevaot, until Hannah came and

called Him Tzevaot. Hannah said before the Holy One Blessed Be He: Master of the

Universe! From all the hosts of hosts that You have created in Your universe, is it

difficult in Your eyes to give me a son?

2. Troubled by, or at least building on, the repetition of the Hebrew root .1.X.7 in the phrase, If

You take note..., Rabbi Elazar (Al, 3) provides a second argument in which Hannah bullies God

12 1 follow Steinsaliz’s designations (as found in The Talmud, The Steinsaltz Edition: The Reference Guide, New
York: Random House) to identify a Sage as a Tanna (T) or an Amora (A); from Bavel (B) or Eretz Yisrael (1), and a
particular generation (1,2,3,4).

13 This interpretation of the verse is supported by a parable which the Gemara tells following R. Elazar’'s comments
on the verse. The Gemara asks: “To what is this matter comparable?” The Gemara answers: “To a king of flesh and
blood who made a feast for his servants. A poor persor came and stood by the door. He said to them: ‘Give me one
piece!” But they paid no attention to him. He pushed and entered the place of the king. He said to him: ‘My lord, the
king, from all of the feast you have made, is it difficult in your eyes to give me one piece?'” In the parable, the poor
man presurmably represents Hannah, the human king represents God, the poor person’s (reasonable) wish for a piece
of bread represents Hannah's wish for a son; the servants most likely represent Eli the priest; and the abundance of
the feast probably represents the multitude of God’s creations. [I'm indebted to Dvora Weisberg for clarifying some
of the references that were unclear to me]
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into giving her a child by threatening to take the drastic measure of pretending to be a sotah — a
woman whose husband suspects her of adultery - if God ignores her plea:
W 1127 ¥ N2 WP 2197 730 70K YIR 137 IR RN IR BN
M R PWR RIMNONT 1M H¥A TIPIR 2193 NNOKY TR 7R WD DR 30 IR OX DY
VI AR NP IR Anghs TOMN A ONR RY A0
Hannah said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, if You
take note (7X"), fine. But if You do not (ix7n) [then] I will go and hide my-
self [with another man] in front of Elkanan my husband. And when I hide myself,
they will give me waters of the sotah to drink. And You will not make Your Torah
a fraud, for it says: then she shall be proven innocent and she shall bear seed.'*
3. From the verse, Of the suffering of Your maidservant, do not forget Your maidservant, and
give Your maidservant [male offspring], R. Yose ben R. Hanina (Al, 2) provides another

argument. He understands the repetition of “Your maidservant” to mean that Hannah argues she

merits the gift of a child because she has not transgressed any of the three positive mitzvot to

which women are bound: niddah, '* hallah,'® and lighting Shabbat candles.

7nY 1990 MNHR YW R 1313 201 120 MK AR BN TR IR IOWD PR B va
TWOW A9 MR AWK DRI AN NPT WHOW DN PY RN R N2 TR 00 A TR
1 R 58 nnay s ma npbn hm 373 10 198 N pat

Why maidservant three times? Hannah said before the Holy One Blessed Be He:
“Master of the Universe, You have created three “examiners” of death regarding

women — and as others say it, three “bonds” of death — and these are they: niddah,

and hallah, and the kindling of the [Shabbat] light. Have I transgressed any one of
them?”

4. From the phrase, Now Hannah, she was speaking upon () her heart, R. Elazar (Al,3)
explicates the meaning of %¥ to provide Hannah’s fourth and final argument. He concludes that

Hannah now argues that since God doesn’t create anything for no reason, and breasts are

4 Numbers 5:28. There is an objection to Elazar's understanding of the impact of this biblical verse. The difference
of opinion between Yishmael (T,4) and Akiva (T,4) as recorded in a Baraita is cited in the Gemara.

' The laws of family purity

'® The laws of separating bread dough
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intended for nursing, then God should give her a child so that she may nurse him and make use
of her breasts.
1137 17387 TNKR 729 POV DY XNF 12 7017 737 DWW MYIR 227 MR 727 YV N2 8o 1Im
P2 DO YYD DPTRY MRTY 2°3°Y 77027 TR 3T NRN2 XY AW DR an 53 0w Y
725 235 Sy nnaw Y99I 0UTT 12 PRI 00T 1 9T 290 SRS o3 My oY NaTo o
172 PR 1299 1h 1A P XY
[This refers] to matters that were upon her heart. She said before Him: Master of
the Universe, all that You created in a woman, You did not create one thing for
naught - eyes to see and ears to hear; a nose to smell, a mouth to speak, hands with
which to do work, feet with which to walk, and breasts with which to nurse. These

breasts which you have placed upon my heart, what are they for? Aren’t they to
nurse with? Give me a child that I may nurse with them.,

Moses’ Prayer: (32a-32b)

In contrast to Hannah who offers a prayer for herself, Moses prays on the behalf of others. The
Gemara analyzes a variety of verses which have to do with Moses’ intercessions on behalf of the
Israelites in the story of the Golden Calf 7 and the story of the Twelve Spies.18 In both stories

God is very angry with the Israelites because of their sins and wants to destroy them. ;

From The Sin of the Golden Calf: (32a)

The Gemara presents comments by several Amoraim and a few Tannaim on verses
related to Moses’ intercession during the incident with the Golden calf.
L. The first verse cited by the Gemara on 3 1a is, And Adonai spoke to Moses: Go descend (for
your people that you have brought up from Egypt have become corrupt,’® R. Elazar (Al 3)

comments on the words, Go descend and imagines that God is prompting Moses to be a stronger

17 Exodus 32, retold in Deuteronomy 9
'® Numbers 14
¥ Exodus 32:7
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leader. For Moses must strengthen himself to be able to plead for mercy; he must be willing to

get mad at God and fight for the people. In the end Moses realizes, “this matter depends on

me »20

T AW AW RN N2 WITIRT 1Y MK MYOR 27 MR T2 R0 T awa DR Tam™

W2 WWN T 2 Ak IR RN DR WP IR Hawa ROR AT 9 N3 0190 IR
TAY T "2 M0 T 127 AW MR DTHWKR 2301 AT MRY 10 1277 712 1 A% K wn
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R. Elazar said: The Holy One Blessed Be He said to Moses: “Moses, descend from
your greatness. Did I grant you greatness but for the sake of Israel? But now Israel
has sinned. What need have I for you?” Immediately, Moses’ strength ebbed and
he lacked the strength to speak. However, as soon as God said: “Release Me, and
1 shall destroy them,”*" Moses said: “This matter depends upon me.” Immediately,
he arose and strengthened himself in prayer and pleaded for mercy.

2. In the next verse cited - And now, release Me, and My anger will flare against them and 1
shall annihilate them, and I shall make you a great nation, etc.”> - R. Abahu (AL3 ) interprets the
phrase, release me, to portray Moses as becoming quite forceful and physical with God.

2N RIPA KYAIR WX 227 MR 31T MA7 JNIR AWYRY 0258 0713 DR M Y A ann
MR 1TA22 1T DX 09I RITW TR R NN VTR AWH 0ONY TH) 1MNIRY WO R
one oM MHNY T M0 1K PR 2 2w man 1nY

R. Abahu said: Were this verse not written, it would be impossible to say it. This
teaches that Moses seized the Holy One, Blessed Be He, like a person seizes his
friend by his garment, and said before Him: Master of the Universe, I shall not
release You until You forgive and pardon them.

3. The next comment addresses the end of the verse cited above - and I shall make you into a
great nation, etc.” In the full verse God offers to destroy the people and to start over with Moses
as the leader of a new nation. R. Elazar (Al,3) takes a reference to the merit of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob a few verses later** and imagines Moses declining this offer based on his inadequacy
as a ruler. He sees Moses comparing his merit to that of the patriarchs by using the images of a

% The Gemara cites a parable which reinforces the idea of “this matter depends on me.”

! Deuteronomy 9:14

* Exodus 32:10

2 Exodus 32:10

3 Exodus 32:13 Remember Your servants Abraham, Isaac, and Israel (Jacob), how You swore to them by Your Self
and said to them: “I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and I will give to your offspring
this whole land of which I spoke, to possess forever.”




Teri Appleby Bavli Berakhot 30b-32b

three-legged stool (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) and a one-legged stool (Moses). Elazar suggests
Moses wanted God to feel sorry for him and therefore save the people.

20 DY DW NI RYT N2 WVIPR 300 Swn MWK WYHRR 127 IR A 2173 M7 TR TUYRY
XY 702Y 702 IBR YV MR YA Y XD 0VD NYwA 71199 Ty Mt K 09 whw DY ROD
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R. Elazar said: Moses said before the Holy One, Blessed Be He: Master of the
Universe, if a stool of three legs cannot endure before You at the time of Your
wrath, how much more so a stool with one leg. And furthermore, I am shamefaced
before my forefathers. They will say now: Behold the leader installed over them.
He sought greatness for himself and did not beseech mercy on their behalf,

4. Several Amoraim and Tannaim offer interpretations of the phrase, And Moses pleaded ()
before Adonai:® that Moses wore God out with his arguments; that Moses annulled God’s vow
to destroy the people; that Moses risked his life for his people; that Moses caused God to be
merciful; and that Moses argued “it would be profanity” for God to destroy the people. It should
be noted that the sages play with the letters in the word “n” to come up with their varied
interpretations.

WM 7Y RN N2 RATPR *19% A90N2 Awn Tavw Tahn MYHR 227 MR 7T 10 DR s o
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T RNWR

R. Elazar (Al 3) said: This teaches that Moses stood in prayer before the Holy One,
Blessed Be He, until he wore Him out (1751:7).

Rava (AB, 4) said: Until he annulled God’s vow [to destroy Israel]. It is written here:
vayehal (.1.5.n); and it is written elsewhere: He shall not profane (yahel- .55.n)

his word (vow).”® And Mar said: He may not profane it (the vow); but others may
profane (annul the vow) for him.

Shmuel (AB, 1) said: It teaches that he (Moses) risked his life for them on their
account, as it says: but if not, erase me now from your book.”’

® Exodus 32:11
% Numbers 30:3
7 Exodus 32:32 And now if you would but forgive their sin, but if not, erase me now from Your book.
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Rava (AB, 4) said in the name of Rav Yitzhak: It teaches that he caused the attribute
of mercy to come to rest (72177) upon them.

The Rabbis say: It teaches that Moses said before the Holy One Blessed Be
He, “Master of the Universe, it would be profanity (1°»n) for You to do this thing.”

Rabbi Eliezer the Great (T, 3), cited in a Baraita: It teaches that Mos_,es stood in prayer
before The Holy One Blessed Be He until achilu (Y'nx) seized him.®

5. The last verse cited says, Remember for the sake of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, Your servants,
to whom You swore by Yourself,” R. Elazar (Al, 3) interprets Moses’ statement as an argument
concerning the longevity of oaths made by God: Since God’s oath to the patriarchs endures
forever -because it is based on God’s great name - God cannot destroy the people.

2397 WM TR MYIR "27 DK 73 RM T2 A7 DY WR 77V DKW pRg? onaar® o
PARY DMQW QWD K AN PRI 2MWA 07 NYawa TR 0w e man Ry P2 vipn
MY DNY? DR M AT TAW 0 DINT AW OnD NYAwIw W 702 Jniaw 13 ovoua
QMNY MY oYY P TNV T o

What is by Yourself? R. Elazar said: Moses said before The Holy One Blessed
Be He, “Master of the Universe, if indeed You had swomn to them by the heavens
and the earth, I would have said that just as the heaven and the earth can cease to
exist so too your oath can cease to exist. And now that You have sworn to them
by Your great name, just as Your great name endures forever and ever, so, too,
Your oath endures forever and ever.”

From the Sin of the Spies: (32a-32b)

Again, Moses intervenes on behalf of the Israelites when God wants to destroy them. The
Gemara offers analyses of two verses from Moses’ plea.
1. The first verse cited is, Because Adonai lacked the ability (n5>* ).3 ®R. Elazar (AL 3) responds

to the form of the verb which resembles the feminine form. He imagines a conversation between

2 Achilu is defined as some kind affliction: bone fire/fire of the bones.

* Exodus 32:13

*® Numbers 14:16 Because Adonai lacked the ability to bring this people to the land that He had sworn to give them,
He slaughtered them in the wilderness.

10
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Moses and God in which Moses plays upon God’s ego and vanity to convince God to spare the
people.

22 W M7 RIT N3 WYTRA 2300 awn MR YRR 137 MR Y wam 51900 i1 nvdY nhan
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Yachol ("1>°) Adonai — it should be. R. Elazar said: Moses said before The Holy
One Blessed Be He, “Master of the Universe, the nations of the world will say:
‘His power is weak as a woman and he is unable to save.”” The Holy One Blessed
Be He said to Moses: “But did they not already see the miracles and mighty acts I
did for them at the sea?” And he (Moses) said before Him: “Master of the
Universe, they can still say: ‘To one king He is able to stand up, to thirty-one
kings (of Israel) he is unable to stand up.’”

2. In the second verse cited - But as I live’’ - Rava (AB, 4) understands the phrase to mean that

God even thanked Moses for arguing with him on behalf of the Israelites.
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Rava said in the name of Rav Yitzhak: This teaches that The Holy One Blessed Be
He, said to Moses: “Moses, you have kept Me alive with your words.”

Analysis

During a discussion about the proper kavanah one must bring to the recitation of the
Amidah (koved rosh, awe, reverence), the Stam has composed an extraordinary and surprising
exegesis of Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers. Their prayers, which are recorded in the Tanakh,
undergo incredible transformation at the hands of the Rabbis. The Stam brings together

interpretations of a handful of verses as proffered by the rabbis, particularly by Palestinian

! Numbers 14:17
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Amoraim. These Amoraim not only interpret the actual words used by Hannah and Moses, but
they unabashedly put words in Hannah’s and Moses’ mouths.* By doing so, they create and
attribute such hutzpah - to Hannah and Moses. This attitude is created by the Amoraim; and
then, it is not only condoned but it is co-created and emphasized by the Stam.

One might ask why the Rabbis (the Amoraim and the Stam) interpreted and transformed
Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers as they did. The tension between the admonishment not to come to
the Amidah without koved rosh and the Gemara’s exegesis of Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers is
palpable. In fact, on 31b-32a the Gemara even characterizes Hannah’s prayer and Moses’ prayers
as o™a1 amun “words hurled at God,” suggesting an attitude of irreverence, insolence, and
disrespect - an attitude which would seem to be improper towards God and especially
inappropriate for prayer.*

So what’s going on here? Do the Rabbis believe that we should or should not come to
prayer with koved rosh? Are Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers examples of coming to prayer with
koved rosh or are these prayers with their hurled words exceptions to the general rule?** An
examination of the context in which the Gemara discusses Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers should
help answer these questions and resolve the apparent tension. Within the larger context of the
first sugya we’ll look at the Rabbis’ general attitudes towards Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers; the
efficacy of their prayers; the discussion of God’s ability to control the evil inclination and the

natural consequences of excess; and, finally, the discussion of the duty to rebuke a friend.

32 As Dvora Weisberg pointed out to me, it should be noted that the Palestinian Amoraim were particularly fond of
aggadah — which was dear to the hearts of the Jewish community in Eretz Yisrael.

33 The Gemara translates the word % as against rather than fo and renders the verses in [ Samuel 1:10) and Numbers
11:2 as and she prayed against Adonai and And Moses prayed against Adonai, respectively.

34 1t should be noted that elsewhere in the Bavli (Taanit 25a, Megilla 22b), R. Elazar states that one must never hurl
words at God in his prayer.
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The Rabbis’ Attitudes Toward Hannah’s and Moses’ Prayers:

Nowhere in the sugya is there a condemnation of Hannah or Moses for their tone in
prayer. In fact, both Hannah and Moses are presented as role models. Earlier in the sugya on 31b,
the Rav Hamnuna (AB, 2-3) praises Hannah as a role model for proper prayer:
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Rav Hamnuna said: There are many important laws to be learned from these

verses about Hannah:**Now Hannah was speaking in her heart — from here: one

who prays [the Amidah] must direct his heart (mind). Only her lips moved — from

here: one who prays must pronounce with his lips. but her voice was not heard -

from here: it is forbidden to raise one’s voice during his prayer. so Eli thought her

a drunkard — from here: a drunkard is forbidden to pray.

And later on in the sugya at 32a, the Rav Simlai (Al, 2) praises Moses as a proper role model for

prayer:
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R. Simlai explained: a person should always offer his praise of the Holy One

Blessed Be He and afterwards pray. From where [is this rule]? From Moses. For

it is written And I implored Adonai at that time.*

The Efficacy of Hannah's and Moses’ Prayers:

Not only is there no condemnation of Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers in the sugya, but we
find that their prayers are effective — both are granted what they prayed for from God. In
answering Hannah’s and Moses’ prayers, God acknowledges that they were right in their
arguments and accusations.

After citing Rabbis who identified the prayers of Hannah and Moses (and Elijah) as

“hurled,™’ the Gemara then goes on to show that God concurred with their arguments. On 31b-

%1 Samuel 1:13-14
3 Deuteronomy 3:23
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32a, R. Elazar (AB, 3) tells us that Hannah hurled words at God in I Samuel 1:13; and God

concurred with her (by implication, when God gave Hannah a son).38 R. Eliezer (T) tells us that

Elijah hurled words at God at I Kings 18:37; and R. Shmuel bar Yitzhak (Al, 3) tells God
concurred with him at Micah 4:6. R. Elazar also tells us that Moses hurled words at God in
Numbers 11:2; and R. Shmuel bar Nachmani (Al, 3 ) tells us God concurred with him at Hosea
2:10. Thus, it would seem, that these “hurled words” are deemed justified in their arguments and

tone — that Hannah and Moses are right in what they say to God and how they say it.

God’s Ability to Control the Evil Inclination and the Natural Consequences of Excess:

After characterizing Hannah’s prayer as words hurled upward against God, and
identifying Elijah and Moses as others who hurled words upward, the Gemara begins a
discussion of God’s ability to control the evil inclination. On 32a, R. Hama b. Hanina (Al, 2) and
R. Pappa (AB, J) cite three verses and one verse, respectively, where God acknowledges some
responsibility for turning the people towards the evil inclination.
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R. Hama the son of R. Hanina said: Were it not for the following three verses, the
feet of the enemies of Israel (a euphemism for Israel) would falter. One [verse] is
what is written: and the one who I caused to be evil.”® And one [verse] is what is
written: Behold, as clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in My hand, O House
of Israel.®® And one [verse] is what is written: And I will remove the stony heart
from your flesh and will give you a heart of flesh.*' Rav Pappa said: [It is] from

7 R. Elazar (AB, 3) identified Hannah and Moses; R. Eliezer (T) identified Elijah;

3 On B. Berakhot 31b the Gemara discusses I Samuel 1:24-27 in which Hannah returns to Shilo with Samuel — the
son she had prayed for.

% Micah 4:6

* Jeremiah 18:6

' Ezekiel 36:26
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here: And I will put My spirit within you, and I will make it so that you walk in My
42
statutes.

In each of these examples cited, God acknowledges the divine power and admits, or at least does
not deny, some responsibility for turning the people towards the evil inclination.

The Gemara continues its discussion of God’s responsibility by discussing the natural
consequences of excess.” The academy of R. Yannai (Al 1) offers an analogy of a lion who
roars only because he was given a basket of meat. R. Oshaya’s example is that of a cow who
kicks his owner only because he was given karshinim to eat. R. Hiyya b. Abba (AlI, 3) offered an
example in the name of R. Yohanan (Al, 2) example: a son who sins only after his father bathed
and oiled him, gave him food, drink and money, and then sat him down at the entrance of
prostitutes.

These Amoraim paint a picture of a God who is, at least, partially responsible for the
people’s surrender to the evil inclination. The finger of blame becomes reversed. Because of
God’s responsibility, prayers like Hannah’s and Moses’ - words hurled at God - are justified,
and, therefore, excused or tolerated. Thus, Moses is justified in grabbing God by the garment
with his words because, as Danny Siegel states, “the betrayed is the betrayer and the betrayer is

the betrayed.”** Similarly, God’s injustice in denying Hannah a child justifies her hurled words
J

as she threatens to become a sotah whose innocence will compel God to grant her a child.

42 Ezekiel 36:27

* On 32a, the Gemara offers two proof texts for the stalement that Moses hurled words against God. R. Elazar
identifies Numbers 11:2 - And Moses prayed to Adonai- as the source. The academy of R. Yannai (Al, 1) identifies
a different source: the word Di-zahav from Deuteronomy 1:1 . The Stam asks: What is Di-Zahav? And answers: In
the Academy of the Yannai they said: “Thus said Moses before the Holy One Blessed Be He, ‘Master of the
Universe, because of the silver and the gold that you have lavished upon Israel until they said , Enough! — that is
what caused them to make the [Golden] Calf."”

“ Danny Siegel, “The Golden Calf Episode: When the Betrayed Is the Betrayer and the Betrayer the Betrayed,”
Conservative Judaism, 57/3 (Spring 2005), 23-32. God becomes the betrayer by threatening to break the vow God
made 1o the Patriarchs to make them numerous and to give them the land of Canaan; and by withholding a child
from Hannah,

15
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The Discussion of One’s Obligation to Rebuke a Friend:

In between the discussion of laws to be learned from the verses about Hannah's prayer
and the interpretations of the text of Hannah’s prayer, there is an elucidation on one’s obligation
to rebuke a fellow. This discussion provides us with further insights on the propriety of hurled

words.

On the top of 31b, Amoraim comment on the interchange between Hannah and Eli from I

Samuel 1:14-17.
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And Eli said to her, “How long will you be drunk? etc.”® - R. Elazar (Al, 3)said:
From here [we learn]: One who sees in his friend something which is unfit - he
needs to rebuke him.

And Hannah answered and said: “No, my master”"® - Ulla (A], 2-3) said, and some
say it was R. Yose the son of Hanina (Al, 2): She said to him: You are not a master

in this matter, and the Holy Spirit does not rest upon you for you suspect me of this
thing. There are those who say thus she said to him: You are not a master, the
Shekhinah and the Holy Spirit do not rest with you — for you judged me unfavorably
and did not judge me favorably. Didn’t you know that I am a woman of troubled spirit?
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