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Retzon Blohia: A Rabbinic Onderstonding of Goc1's Will in Prayer 

Liturgical theology is a rare discipline in Jewish Studies. 
Liturgists have traditionally preferred the tried and true projects 
inherent to nistorical investigation. Theological enquiry is not 
actually absent in the secondary literature, certainly , but we have 
few systematic studies of theologically laden terminology in the 
li turgy. 

Judith Brazen's thesis is therefore a pioneer study, in that her 
coT\cern is not at all historical, but plainly theological, and 
systematic at that. Taking Seder Ray Amram as her text , she 
isolates every usage of the root ~ - nouns like ratzon or 
retzonkba , and thus reserving only those which denote the action 
or sentiment of God, she tries to arrive at the domi~ant liturgical 
conception of God's will. 

An elementary consideration in this thesis was the stipulation of 
the rules by which i nferences might be drawn. As the thesis 
developed, it became clear that one might argue from a variety of 
perspectives, all of which are outlined in Ms. Brazen's 
Introduction. The liturgical and, therefore, largely poetic , 
nature of the material permits the researcher to go beynd explicit 
statements regarding God's "'1il 1, and to include also cases of 
syntactic parallelism. That is, when ratzon occurs in a couplet , 
"'1ith the various terms in the two parts of the couplet paralleling 
each other, one may asu.me that ratzon and its parallel term are 
somehow equivalent . Then too, certain associational patterns were 
found, in that ratzon occurs along with other words or -context s in 
a more than random manner . In such instances, one may deduce the 
contexts or areas of experience in which God's will is presumed to 
be active . Finally , attention was given to the cluster of 
associated concepts revealed by diverse translations of ratzon: 
such things as 11will , " "take pleasure in," and "choose." It was 
assumed that the multifaceted translation-set that the word ratzon -
generates has releyance also to the initial Hebrew term itself, in 
that God's ratzon may refer to God's capacity to wil 1 , to take 
pleasure, and to choose, for instance. Especially when syntactic 
parallelism of associational patterns paired ratzoh with terms such 
as bachar, this line of reasoning proved fruitful. 

• 
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Methodologically, Ms. Brazen proceeds inductively , citing each 
Hebrew text, then translating i t, and, finally, drawing out 
whatever conclusions she finds possible , using the above crU:eria 
for argumentation. She divides her texts into three conceptua l 
categories: 1 ) ratzon as a theological category ralating to the 
nature of God; 2) ratzon as a religius anthropological category 
referring to the nature of human beings, with respect to the human 
fulfillment of God's will; and 3) ratzon as a covenantal term 
implying the relationship between God's will on one hand, and h uman 
will on the other. Each section concludes with a summary statement 
of what the mass of individua l cases imply, when taken as a whole. 

An introductory chapte r s urveys the concept of God ' s will in the 
Bible, as a backdrop against which to comprehend what the rabbis 
built as their own conceptual scheme, it being assumed that some 
rabbinic usage would be understandable only if the prior bibical 
pattern were kept i n mind. A concluding c hapter is used by the 
author not only to summarize her findings in a narrative synoptic 
style, but also to confront those conclusions from her own 
perspective as a modern Reform Jew struggling to comprehend what 
she herself may aff irm about God's will. 

In general, Ms. Brazen argues that the rabbis had a wel l-developed 
sense of God's will, in which it was assumed that God deliberately 
created the world with design, and t hen c hose Israel willfully 
presenting to Israel the covenantal gifts of Torah, the Sabbath, 
and the Land of Israel. In the religious anthropology section -
clearly the strongest c hapter here - she no tes that human will 

parallels God's will, except that humans have the potential for 
good and ev i 1 , whereas God's wi 11 is a 11 good. tlumans thus 
struggle to align their will to God's wil l , fearing most the arch 
sin of hubris, symbolized by " the leaven in the dough" of human 
character. At such times 1 we make pretensions to having a will 
that is wholly good, like God's, ad we go astray. We t hus pray 
that it may be Good's will that our will incl ine to God ' s will, for 
we need God's help . Our task requires wholeheartedness on ur part, 
and even the situational overcoming of other virtues that stand in 
our way - as Abraham had to overcome his parental compassion for 
Isaac, in order to obey God's wi 11 at the akedah trial. The 
covenantal implications of this parallelism between God and human 
beings, both of whom are blessed with wills, are drawn out in the 
fifth chapter. 

The reader may not agree with every concl usion Ms. Brazen draws 
from her texts. Liturgical theolo~ is not as empirically based 
as the usual historical problems t o wh ich li turgists have attended. 
Similarly, much of what is said merely confirms what we alrady know 
from other contexts - midrashic accounts of God's nature, for 
i nstance . But the thesis's strength lies in its systematic 
patterning of a single theological item t ha t has hiterto received 

' 



3 

Tbesis Report - Judith Lynn Brazen 

no serious atten tion in a s ustained way , cert ainly not in its 
liturgical manifestations. 

April 23, 1990 
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Referee 
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Introduction 

The following is an analysi$ of the term ratzon.as it 

applies to God in Seder Rav Alllram . I begin my study with a 

b rie f background analysis of r atzon in the Bible . I then 

proceed to my research of ratzon in Seder Rav Alllram , in 

which I trace 119 citations of the term. These citations 

'appear .in various thematic ar.d gram.mat ical usages which I 

have categorized according to my understanding of the 

Though these c ategor 1zat ions are to some extent 

they are based upon thoroughly s crut inized 

which wi ll be explained in the following 

prayers . 

arbitrary, 

crit eria , 

paragraphs of the introductory chapter. My ~cal here is t o 

extract an authentic rabbinic understanding of retzon Elohim 

f r om these prayers. Any such analysis inevitably reflects 

modern and personal biases. I conclude with my own tentative 

beliefs, based upon an integration ot the following researc h 

with my own beliefs as a modern liber~l J ew. 

Both the nature o t God • s wi 11 and the way in which 

human beings fulfil l God's wil l are emphasized i n the 

prayers. I have chosen to divide these prayers into the 

following thematic c ategories : 

A. Theological. These prayers emphasize God's nature . 

They highlight a rabbinic understanding of what God desires 

for human beings. 

B. Anthropo lo gical. These prayers express the 



) 

• 

2 

rabbinic inte rpretation of the way in which human beings 

fulfill God's will . 

C. Covenant al. These prayers emphasize the 

relationship between God's will and the will of human 

beings . 

I have catego r i zed the prayers according to f ive basic 

criteria . 

1) Explicit statements defining God 1 s will : Whi le 

these explicit statements are rather infrequent, they do 

convey par~icularly significant information regarding God' s 

will in Seder Rav Amram . One example of an e xplicit 

statement is cited in the Kaddish prayer. Here we note that 

the world was created according to God 's will . An additional 

example of an expl lei t statement is that God "arranges the 

stars in their watches in the sky according to His will . 11 

2) Syntactic paralleli~m : Parallelism is 

part icularly helpful in the chapter concerning the nature of 

God's will. Noteworthy exaaples of parallelism are cited 

below in which the term ratzon is paralleled with the 

notions of God choosing and God loving Israel . In '' ot the 

µtheological " category we note : "You chose us from all 

nations . You favored us from amongst all peoples. 11 

Similarly , in #5 of the same chapter : "You loved us and 

favored us ." 

3) Recurrence of key phrases with ratzon : An example 

ot a colll.lllon repetition is the phrase b 'levav shalem , with a 

.. 
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perfect heart , which is frequently j uxtanosed with ratz on. 

Another recurrent phrase connected with ratzon is "we will 

of fer before you in love acco rding to the commandments o f 

your w i 11. " The s e phrases appear with ratzon ....,i th s u ch 

frequency that we can con fidently i n fe r a thematic 

connection . Also noteworthy i n t his c ategory is the opening 

formu la, yehi ratzon milfanekha , " may it be God's will." 

4 ) Diverse grammatical manifesta t ions and translations 

o f ratzon : The term freque.ntly appears as the noun , 

ratzon . Ratzon a lso appears as a verb, ratzah and in the 

impe~ative form , retieh . Various grammatic al f o rms suggest 

diff eren t meanings for the term. Furthermore , ratzon may be 

t rans la ted as e it her "will," " pleasure, " "favor" or 

" accept ." To some extent the various translations are 

arbitrar y ; in each case I have attempted to discern the most 

accurate English translation . 

5) Appearance of ra~zon in the same context with such 

gre at frequency tha t we can no longer assume its 

indiscrimina~e appearance : One example of this c r i ter ia is 

the frequent juxtaposition of Torah wi th the notion of 

ratzon. Other n o teworthy examples are the recu rrent 

conn e ction of ra t zon with the human heart , with sin and with 

at onement . When ratzon appears in the same context in a 

greater than st~tistically random number of times , it i s 

plausible to i nfer meaning from this context. 
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1. 

.· 
Retzon Elohim in the Bible 

A good man earns the favor of the Lord. 
Am~ of intrigues, H.is condemnation. 

(Proverbs 12:2) 

The term ratzon is antithetically paralleled with 

yarshe'a , or God's condemnation. A "good man" merits the 

"favor'' of God, but a " man of intrigues" earns God's 

condemnation . Here we note a direct connection between the 

character of an individual and the way in which God treats 

him . God ta.kes personal note ot the behavior of each human 

being . There ls nothing whimsical about God's treatment of 

human beings. God takes pleasure in "good" people and 

condemns bad people . 

2 . 

He who tinds a wife has folind happiness 
And has won the favor of the Lord. 

(Proverbs 18 : 22) 

God bestows favor upon a man who finds a wife. Not 

only does the man t ind happiness, but God is pleased with 
. 

him as well. The above Proverbs verse conveys that God 

desires tor human beings to marry. It also infers that God 

desires "a man" to find "happiness" through union wi th a 

woman . An action which brings happiness to a human being is 
F" 

the same ac~ion which pleases God. We might also infer that 



human beings find happiness in pleasing God . 

• 
man . '' 

3. u;t.311J} p~·; :i~~·? ~:ot· i''!# )~?" :ii:r_<-·: 
For you ' surely bless the righteous man , O Lord , 
enc ompassing him with favor like a shield . 

(Psalms 5:13) 

Ratzon is used here with reference to " the righteous 

God blesses the righteous man and encompasses "him 

w1 th favor like a shield . " The righteous m.an is rewarded 

wi th God's blessing and favor . God's favor acts as a 

shie ld. The shield connotes protection . Like •1 a bove , 

this phrase demonstrates that God takes note of the actions 

of human beings and rewards the righteous tor their 

exemplary behavior . 

' . u')': :ii'~~ ·~·v~ ,i?~t'~~. :i'~ 1"9Vvi 
Lying speech is an aboainat1on to the Lord, 
But those who act faithfully please Him . 

(Proverb$ 1 2 : 22) 

In this Proverbs verse those who engage in "lying 

speech" are antithetically paralleled with "those who act 

faithfully~ and "an abomination to the Lord" is antithetical 

to that wh i ch pleases God. Ratzon is the oppos 1 t e of 

abomination . Once ~gain , God takes note of the behavior o f 

individuals. God deems lying an abomination but takes 

pleasure in those who are tai thtul. Those individuals who 

are performers of emun!h are those who find God's ratzon . 
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'.l':.', c•,t. ... 1'1.,t,.,, ~:i- ~l.'V'I c-i.·~, n~r 
; 't ~ ~ • .. r - , • • .. ,. 

The sacrifice ot the wicked is a n 
abomination to the Lord , 
But the prayer o f the righteous is His favor . 

(Proverbs 15 : 8 ) 

6 

As in #4 above, ratzon .is antitheti'call y 

paralleled with abomination. The offerings of the wi cked 

are a l so antithetical to the prayers of the righteous . God 

distinguishes between the offerings of the wic ked and the 

prayers of the righteous . God is depicted as ta.king personal 

note of these o ffer i ngs . The righteous please God and also 

do God • s wil 1. 

6. : :lr.t~.,="~ ·~-n'~ 1?!' r~·i= :ii:i: ?)'! 
~~;:tn;:M !,\l 1'1~9~~ 7:=~~ J';'M:l 1'1.~i:j: 1 1"1~i~ 

· J;:'?~ro1: 

Remember me Lord , when You favor Your 
people ; . 
take note of m~ when You deliver them, ' 
that I may enjoy the prosperity of Your chosen 
ones share the joy ot Your nation . 
glory in Your inheritance. 

(Psalms 106 : ') 

Here "remember me" is paralleled with " take note of me " 

and ratzon is paralleled with yeshuah , deliverance. We 

note that God favors and delivers God's "chosen ones. 11 The 

quest ion remains as to whether ratzon can be applied to 

people outside the chosen nation. Ratzon is used here to 

describe the special way in which God relates to the chosen 

people·. 



7. 
O'Ul.' iNC' '=~·:i :i :'t' :'il'' "'I-•;: 

• • r • • • ~ 

For the Lord delights in His people : 
He adorns the humble with deliverance. 

( Psalms 149 : 4) 

7 

Here we note that God finding pleasure in "His people " 

is synonymously paralleled with God adorning "the humble 

with deliverance ." Ratzon is paralleled with "adorns" and 

11 His people " is paralleled with "the humble ." As in #6 

above , ratzon expresses the way in which God re l ates to the 

chosen people . God favors God's people and ewards them 

with deliverance . God desires humility. 

8 . 
• tc~ . 

"J"ltC ;,,~ :i,ri"'I :~·:• ~~:;t '(?'~~·M,f.f:': 0\0::H'l"l':ll.~ 
. r'tOm crili':J:'i. • l'\fC ~'K~• 

• ... • .,. ..,,... j - .. "" - · 

He does not take pleasure in the 
strength of tn~ horse, 
nor does He ta.)te pleasure in the legs of men ; 
but the Lord favors those who fear Him, 
those who hope in Bis goodness . 

( Psalms 1'7:10-11) 

Ratzon appears three times in the above psalms. We 

note here that God. takes pleasure in neither the strength of 

horses nor men. Rather God only favors those who are God 

fearing and "who hope in His goodness . " This is similar to 

the notion expressed in #7 above that God takes pleasure in 

humility. rt follows that God is displeased with those who 

believe they can live without God ; these people do not fear 

- ( .. 
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God nor do they seek God for salvativn. 

9. 

.. 
• 

:l!~·~ U'h:l 0"1:' i!)t:e:l • ~·;., '? :,~.,L' .,,t.., ,.,,:'" ,., •on . . . ..... .. -.,t, .,j>:l~' '':l ,..,: 

Sing to t he Lord , His righteous ones . 
and give thanks to His holy name . 
For His anger lasts but a moment , 
in His favor there is life. 
One may lie down weeping in the evening ; 
but in the morning there i s joy . 

( Psalms 30:5 : 6 ) 

a 

In the above psalm we note that anger is antithetically 

paralleled with ratzon w~eping is synonymous l y paralleled 

with anger while j oy i s paralleled with favo r. God's favor 

brings life and joy to righteous followers . 

10 . 

Lord, by your f'avor you made my mountain 
stand strong, 
when you hid your face , I was frightened. 

( Psal.ms 30: 8 ) 

By God's ratzon , God enadles the psalmist ' s "mountain" 

to stand "strong. " God's favor is contrasted with God's 

hiding . While God's favor g ives strength to the psalmist , 

God's hiding frightens him. 

11. :•~ ~ ;~ 'n+'Y.' ·~"~;w~~ 
n~ =-"n' •J?~ ec~ ~e~ :v0 ~; '~~' i'1f ·i::~·~ 
J~OJ:" .Jf;lpat! ,~, j1"\~ I ~~·~ )1:'L?11 : J;\11~ 

·~~ ':m7~1:'~~.i.t!~" 'J'.I:~·~ ·z:i::t~ 

·~ - .. 
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To do your -will, my Lord , I delight ; 
Your Torah is within my hear t . 
I proclaimed righteousness in a great 

congre gation ; 
s ee , I did not withold my words ; 
0 Lord. you know. 
I d i d not hide your righteousness in my heart ; 
I declared your faithfulness and your salvation ; 
I did not hide your goodness and your t r uth f r om 
the great congregation . 

( Psal ms • o: 9-11 ) 

9 

Here we note that doing Go d ' s wil l is synonymously 

para lleled with God's Tor ah. The psalmist delights in doing 

God ' s will : Torah is " wi thin" his heart . The psalmist 

connects t he not ion of doing God's w1 11 wi t h declaring to 

the "great congreg~tion '' God' s r i ghteousness , faithfulness, 

salvation , goodness and truth . 

._ ... 

12. 

. 
Accept , o Lord, the free-wi ll o ffer ings 
ot my mouth : 
teach me your s t atutes . 

(Psalms 119 : 108 ) 

Here ratzon appears in the i mperative verbal form. The 

psalmist petitions God to accept t he " free-will offerings" 

o t his "mouth" and to teach him divine statutes. The 

not i ons of God accepting a nd God teaching are connected 

...here . The psal m suggests the expect at ion that upon God ' s 

a cceptance of free-will offer ings , God will teach the 

worshipper divine laws . The above psalm also demonstrates 

that God distinguishes between human of ferings ; t he psalmist 
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does not automatically assume that God will accept every 

o ffering . 

• 

Be pleased, Lord, to save me ; 
Lord. hasten to help me . 

(Psalms 40 : 1' ) 

As in #12 ab9ve, ratzon appears here in the impe rative 

verbal form. The term expresses a petition to God to save 

the psalmist . The psalmist hopes that God will desire to 

bring him deliverance . There is an apparent connection here 

between God's ratzon and God's salvation. One possible 

in ference from this juxtaposition is the idea that God's 

will is manifested in God's salvat i on . 

14 . 
:-n:i• '~:~ 
:-n:'11 ,,,:: :ii:ii 1,,i':i stc~ 1i:ii ·~·v re •1JJ ,.,i<i.,o 
-L,?~ ,-.t:~9·1,?; ;i;;,.\?i;i' : ·w·~ :~;v ,~~~ ,~~4~ 

:~-~ ·~p~ '?:~ 'f:I~~ rm~i'= 
Bless the Lord, His angels, 
mighty creatures who do His bidding, 
who listen to the voice of His word ; 
bless the Lord , all His hosts , 
Bis servants who do His will : 
bless the tord, all His works , 
in all the places of His dominion ; 
bless the Lord, my soul. 

( Psal.ms 103 : 20-22) 

Here we note that Goq's servants , God's angels, perform 

God's will . When ' angels do God's will, they listen to God ' s 

word and perform all tpat God requests . They are "mighty 

creatures" who bless God's works. The psalmist suggests that 

't 



1! 

doing God's will involves listening to the wo rd of God anc 

performing those tasks which God ordains . 

15. 

• 

\J!J'!l'~ C'9J:' ".?! ,i?~::t-1~ u~:i! :tv-CK 
:'n:"T' ,Di, ~rf'? \nM ''1.'~ :,~c ~':< MJ'.'!'~~ 

If his offering is a burnt offering from 
the herd, he shal 1 make his offering a 
male without blemish. He shall offer it 
at the entrance of the Tent o f Meeting , 
that he may be accepted befo re the Lord. 

(Leviticus 1 : 3 ) 

In this Lev i ticus v erse , ratzon denotes a specif ic 

legal category of acceptance by God . God distinguishes 

between acceptable and unacceptable forms of s~crif ice. I n 

this parti c ular c ase , an acceptable of fering is one which is 

" a burnt offering from the herd ; 11 the offering i s to be a 

" male without blemish ." The worshipper must present his 

offering at the "ent rance of the Tent o f Meet ing." God 

deems this o ffering acceptable when the above crite r ia a re 

fulfilled. 

16 . f'~;'? tc';' '-"J'~?~ K'; C':; ,;:-,If~~' 
~~ :n:i·~ ·o·c?~~! ''~i':--? ~"~' : 0'7 :i•:i· 
K~ °'rr,? f'l'!~ :,:~: C'?J; ft<~·~ 1t:« ;?~=! :i~·pi.," ~ 

,,-:i•:i• 

You shall not offer any that has a 
defect , for it will not be acceptable 
tor you. And when a man offers , from 
the herd or the flock , a sacrifice of 
peace offerings to the Lord for a vow or 
as a freewill' offering in oxen or sheep , 
1 t must be pertect to be acceptable 

.. 



without blemish : there mus t be no 
defect in it. (Le vit icus 22 :20-21 } 

12 

As in #15 above, ratzon here denotes a specific le~al 

c ategory o f acceptance by God. This par ticular ver s e from 

Leviticus demonstrates that an acc eptabl e sacrifi ce is one 

without blemish . If an offer i ng has either a b l emi sh v r a 

defect it is not acc eptable before God. A sacrifice must be 

" perfect" in o rder that God deem it a cceptable . 
• 

17. "?t<l' ,.,,1. :ii:i• :i:~~i., 1;:1, p·::-n •c-·"'lor< 1 p1.,-., 1•:i• 
, . . . 

May the words o f my mouth 
and the prayer of my heart 
be accept able to You, 
O Lord , my r ock and my redeemer . ( Psalm~ 19 : 15 ) 

As in #15 above. the term ratzon here indi cates a 

specific category o f acceptance by God. In this particular 

c ase , the psalmist petitions God that the "the words " o f his 

" mouth" and " the meditations " of his "hear t" be acceptable 

be f o re God . In Leviticus the category o f acceptance refers 

to sacrificial of ferings t o God . Here acceptance refers t o 

prayers . As in #15 above , this psalm demonstra t e s t ha t God 

does not accept all prayers. 

18 . ci;9 I ~~ ·~-w·i::r~ '? 
;i\~ i,K-it" 1"1•~-~ 'J.,!lll" ~ :'TI:'f' 'J'"'lt< Ct<.> ~t<"'ll,.""' . \ ,... .. ' . ,. .. . \ . . ... "' ,. - \ - . 
n'l.:'M"'l-Mi o;'T'·c,V'l-M ~.,.,K ce+i Cl'.,t< cc- ""'I r<:: ~ , - • . · - · . .. .. . . .... .:i'f r .,, . 
C?~ :i_r:~ f!~ ~·;_:l : C?''!'°ft'? - i,~ :l C?':}ltc:;·; 
rey~~711? O?i;tt 1~·~~ C''?~';tj:=: 'c?~ ·~·1·,:i: 

c•u .. ., 'J'V" ==~ '!'~.)\ Cj Cf'~'C.l .,I;'~ 
• • ,. ... t ... • t . t .. ... - • 

-· 



For on My holy mountain , on the high 
mount of Israel-declares the Lord God­
there , in the land, the entire House of 
Israel , all of it , wil l serve Me. There 
I will accept them, and there I will 
request your contributions and the 
choicest offerings of all your sacred 
things. I will accept you with your 
pleasing odor: when I bring you out from 
the peoples and gather you from the 
lands in which you are scattered, and I 
will be sanctified through you in the 
eyes of the nations. (Ezekie l 20 : 40-41 ) 

!3 

As in #15 and 116 above , ratzon denotes here a specifi c 

legal category of acceptance before God. This citation from 

Ezekiel is most similar to the excerpt from Leviticus in #1 5 
....... 

abo~e. Like #15 above, the author describes specific 

character 1st ics of an acceptable of fer ing before God. The 

o ffering should be presented from God ' s "holy mountain." 

These o fferings should consist of the "choitest" selection 

of worshippers ' "sac red" objects . They should have a 

"pleasing odor 11 before God. 

19 . 
'P~I:' 

c~,:l~·n~ •;e :i,~::i c;·;:r-itt :i!'"? M':l~ ·:ii~ ~:i yi:<:i 

'.~ :ir:i;7 : :i?·'C'z:<O'~ '~~ 1~'~\T tc~ ;,:3,_i.,; '.; 

t<I., C?'l'.''"'i: vn-o ri~ :l't:.i :i~i" ec,~·tc~~~ :i;~~ 
. .. • .,. - .~ ·,:3~!(1., ~:·~~ p·~. ,i., 
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Hear the earth. 
Here I bring evil upon this people , 
the fruit of their thoughts , 
for they did not listen to my words , 
nor to my Torah, they rejected it . 
Why does frankincense 
come to me from Sheba, 
or sweet cane from a distant land? 
Your burnt offerings are not acceptable 
And your sacrifices are not pleasant to me . 
{Jeremiah 6 : 19-20) 

In this verse from Jeremiah, we note that ratzon again 

denotes an a cceptable form of sacrifice before God. Here 

" burnt offerings" is paralleled with " sacrifices " and 

1 1 ratzon i s paralleled with arvu li, or pleasing to me. A 

sacrifice which is acceptable before God is vne which is 

pleasing to God. In thi s particular verse, however . the 

burnt off erings indicated are neither acceptable nor 

pleasing before God. Once again we note that God 

distinguishes between acceptable and unacceptable f o rms of 

sacrifice. God talces note of the faithfu)ness of individuals 

and accepts the.ir of fer ings accordingly . An unacceptable 

sacrifice is offered by worshippers who neither listen t o 

God's word nor accept God's Torah. Conversely , acceptab le 

sacr1t1ces are offered by those who are faithful to God and 

who adhere to God ' s Torah. 

, 
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Thus said the Lord to this people: 
"Truly, they love to wander , they have 
not restrained their feet ; so the Lord 
does n<:> t accept them. Now He will 
recall their iniquity and punish their 
sin. " And the Lord said to me, " Do not 
pray for the good of this people." For 
when they fast, I will not hear their 
cry~ and when they otter a burnt 
ottering and a meal ottering, I will not 
accept them, but I will consume the.-by 
the sword, and by famine, and by 
pestilence. (J'eremiah 1':10-12) . 

15 

As in #19 above, this verse from Jeremiah demonstrates 

a case in which God neither accepts the people nor their 

offerings. Here God addresses Jeremiah and instructs him to 

cease praying on the people's behalf. The first citation of 

ratzon , in verse ten , suggests that God does not accept 

those people who tail to "restTain their feet," those who 

"love to wander. " J'ereaiah further records that God wi 11 

not bear the cries of these people when they fast: neither 

will God accept their burnt and meal offerings. Instead, 

God will punish the people for their iniquities. The second 

citation of ratzon is paralleled with the verb shomeah . 

This demonstrates the connection between God hearing the 

people's cries and God accepting their otferings. 
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And the foreigners 
who attach themselves to the Lord 
to serve him and to love the name of the Lord 
to be his servants 
e veryone who keeps the sabbath and does not 
profane it . 
and Who take hold of my covenant 
Even t hem I will bring to My sacred mount 
And let them rejoice in My house of pr~yer . 
Their burnt offerings and sacrifices 
Shall be acceptable on My altar ; 
For My Bouse shall be called 
A house of prayer for all peoples" ( Isaiah 56 : 7 ) 

As in several citations above , here we note that 

ratzon denotes a specific category o f acceptable sacr i fices 

before God . We wrote above that 004 accepts sacrifi ces 

o ttered without blemish or defect . This Isaiah passage 

refers to " burnt offerings and sacrifices " whi ch will be 

accepted at God ' s "sacred mount . 11 Most significant here is 

t he notion that God accepts the offerings of even 

'' foreigners " who adhere to the covenant . The above passage 

suggest that the primary c riteria for God ' s a ccep tance of 

o fferings is adherence to the covenant . God does not acce pt 

those sacrifices exclusively ottered by Israel. 



22 . -.· r·;;.· pi·., ru·~ :ii!'T' .,CK I :i:i 

; • .,:< ~i':-r,'ci.:-,,.,~i., 1ui'°tt', ,.,1·tt1 j'J"liu.· :iJ.·ii;-• ~·~· . . . , . . . . . .. ~;~~-;,,~J i.,.r\J:i:., . -

Thus says the Lord : 
In an acceptable time I answer you , 
And on a day of salvation I help you-

17 

I created you and gave you for a c ovenant people ­
to restore the land, 
t o assign desolate inheritances to their owners . 

( Isaiah •9 : 8) 

We noted above that ratzon denotes a specific legal 

category of acceptance by God . Here et ratzon indicates an 

"acceptable " time for God to answer Israel. Et Ratzon i s 

paralleled with a "day of salvation'' and "answer you" is 

paralleled with "help you." The above para l leli s m 

illustrates the meaning of et ratzon . At this "acceptable 

time " God will answer Israel ' s supplications . This will be 

"a day of salvation" on which God will bring help to Israel . 

23 . 
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As tor me , 111ay my prayer be to You , o 
Lord, 
at an acceptable time ; 
God, in the greatness of your goodness, 
answer me in the truth of your salvation . 
Rescue me from the mire: 
let me not sink ~ 
let me be rescued from my enemies, 



and from deep waters. 
Let the floodwaters rtot sweep me away; 
let the mouth of the Pit not close over me . 
Answer me , O Lord, 
for your love is goodness; 
in the abundance of your m~rcy 
turn to me ;{ Psalms 69 : 1•-17 ) 

18 

As in #22 above , et ratzon indicates an "acceptable 

time" in which God will accept the psalmist's prayer. The 

psalmi st petitions God that his prayer be accepted at t his 

ti~ . Here we note that et ratzon is paralleled with "the 

truth of y o ur salvation . " As in #21 above, there i s a 

c onnect ion here between this "acceptable time" and God • s 

salvation . The psalmist understands that at the time that 

God accepts his prayers, God will also deliver him from 

evil . 

2, , 
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Why have we fasted, and you do not see , 
why have we afflicted our soul, and you do not 
take note , 

19 

Because, in the day of your fast , you purs ue yo~r 
business and exact all your payments , 
you fast tor strife and debate, 
and to smite with the fist of wickedness . 
you fast ~ot this day to make your voice be heard 
on high , 
Is such the fast I have chosen, 
A day for a man to afflict his soul? 
Is it bowing his head like a bulrush 
And to spread sackcloth and ashes under him? 
Do you call that a fast. 
A day which is acceptable to the Lord? 
But is this not the fast that I have chosen, 
to loose the chains of wickedness , 
t o undo the bands of the yoke , 
and to let the oppressed go free , 
and to break every yoke? 
Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, 
and bring the poor that are caste out to your 
house? 
When you see the naked, that you should cover 
him . 
Then shall you call , 
and the Lord shall answer , 
you shall cry, 
and He shall say, 
Rere I a.m. (Isaiah 58 : 3-9 ) 

Here we note the expression Yom Ratzon L ' Adonai . 

This particula.r passage concerns a f ast day which is 

unacceptable to God. The fast day is deemed unacceptable 

because it is not offered in sincerity. The text reads : 

"· .. because in the day of your fast, you pursue your 

business and exact all your payments, 

you fast for strife and debate, and to smite with the fis t 

of wickedness . You fast not this day to make your v o i ce be 

heard on high , is such the fast I have chosen, a day for a 

man to afflict his soul?, . •. Do you call that a fast. a day 

which is acceptable to God?" We assume here, conversely , 

-
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that an "acceptable day" is one 11 to loose the chains of 

wickedness , to undo the bands of the yoke, and to let the 
• 

o ppressed go free . and to break every yoke ... " The text 

states: " Is it not to share your bread with the hungry , 

and bring the poor that are c aste out to your house? When 

you see the naked , t hat you should cover him . . . Then shall 

you ~all , and the Lord shall answer ... " That is a Yom Ratzon 

L ' Adonai, an acceptable day to God. 

25 . 
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The spirit of the Lord is upon me ; 
because the Lord has anointed me to announce good 
tidings to the humble , 
He has sent me to bind up the broken hearted , 
to proclaim liberty to the ca~tives , 
and the liberation of the imprisoned, 
To proclaim an acceptable year of the Lord , 
And a day of vin~ication by our God; 
to comfort all who mourn- ( Isaiah 61 : 1-2 ) 

In •24 abov e we noted a day which is acceptable to God , 

Yoa Ratzon L'Adonai. Here we cite a year which is 

acceptable to God , Sh'nat Ratzon L ' Adonai. This acceptab le 

year , or year of favor, i s a "day of vindication" by God. 

In that year, God will redeem the captives and will liberate 

the imprisoned. God sent Isaiah as a messenger of "joy to 

" the humble ." This notion of a "year of favor" in wh ich God . 
will liberate the captives ls also similar to the notion of 



... 

21 

et ratzon in #21 and #22 above. In both cases ratzon denote~ 

God's salvation . 

,..._ 
I 
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The ratzon of God in the Bible may be categorized into 

t hree primary usages . The firs t of these desc ribes t:hat 

which pleases God or wins God's fav o r . Several of t he 

passages cited above explicitly describe God ' s ratzon a s 

we ll as the opposite of God's ratzon . We l earn , for 

example . that God favors a "good man" whereas "a man of 

intrigue " receiv es God's condemnation . God takes p l easu re 

in a man "who finds a wife ." God encompasses the righteous 

man " wit h fa v or like a shield . " Those who engage in 

dece 1 t fu l behav !or are an 11 abomination " to God , whereas 

"th o se who act faithfully please" God . God t avers " the 

prayer o f the r ighteous" but " the sacrific e of the wicked i s 

an abomination" to God . Furthermore. God takes pleasure i n 

" His people ;" God "adorns the humble with deliverance ." 

God tavors "those who fear" God as well as those "who hope " 

in God's goodness. Anger is the antithesis of God ' s ratzon : 

"Por Bis anger lasts but a moment . in His favor there i s 

lite . " God's ratzon brings strength ; when God hides, the 

psalmist remains frightened . Doing Clod's will means 

adhering to the Torah ; doing God ' s will involves fulfilling 

God's "bidding. " 

pleased. 

God delivers those with whom God i s 

The second catgory ot ratzon in the Bible concerns a 

legal category ot acceptable sacr i tices to God. 
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The -bibical text stipulates specific c~iteria for acceptab\e 

sacrifices. If an offering is "a burnt offering from the 

heru , " it must be ''a male without blemi sh . " It should be 

offe red ''at the entrance of the Tent of Meet ing." 'fhe 

offering must be without defect or blemish ; it "must be 

• perfect to be acceptable without blemish ; there must be no 

defect in it ." God accepts only those sacrifices offered by 

people who adhere to the Torah. The burnt of fer ings of 

those who "listen" to God's words are acceptable before God. 

Conversely , the offerings of "those who love to wander ". and 

who don't "restrain the ir feet" are unacceptable . - God 

accepts sacrifices composed of "the choicest offerings of 

all" sacred objects . They must be o ffered with a pleas ing 

odor on " the high mount of Israel . " Even "foreigners" may 

offer acceptable sacrifices before God , provided that they 

adhere to God's covenant . 

The third category of ratzon concerns an acceptable 

time , day or year for God . Et ratzon describes a time when 

God accepts the psalmist's prayer : at such a time, God wil l 

also deliver the psalmist from evil. Et ratzon wil l be a 

day of salvation . A Xom Ratzon L ' Adonai i s a day which is 

acceptable to God . Such a day is one of sincere afflicti on 

of the soul. God answers the cries of those who ofter 

sincere supplication o.n such a day. A Sh'nat Ratzon 

L'Adonai is a year of favor for God. In that year, God will 

redeem the captives and liberate the oppressed . 

..... 
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The above passages indicate that for the bibical 

write:-. God's will is neither cap ricious or whimsica l. 

There is a direct correlation between human action and humar. 

fate. God rewards and punishes human beings in accordance 

with their fai~hfulness. God accepts human bei:igs ' 

offerings on the bases of stipulated legal criteria . 

• 
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Exalted and sanctified be His great name 
in the world which He has c~eated 
according to His will and may He rule 
His kingdom in your lifetime and in your 
days , and in the lifetime of the entire 
House of Israel, speedily and in the 
near future -and say Alllen.l 

25 

The Kaddish prayer expresses that the world was created 

according to God ' s will . Ratzon suggests that God created 

the world according to an underlying ordered plan . God and 

the a ct or creation are two connected phenomena in the 

Kaddish ; the act of creation occurred because God willed it 

to be so . 

Ratzon could also be translated as "pleasure" in the 

Kaddish prayer . This alternativ e trans l ation expresses that 

the world was not only created according to God~s plan but 

also to God's acceptance . According to this understand i ng 

ot ratzon, God created the world 1n accordance with an 

accompanying sentiment. God is personally involved with the 

act of creation . 

creation according to God ' s will is explicit in the 

Kaddish . What is not so explicit , but what may be 

contextually apparent howeve.r, is the connection between the 

l Seder Rav Amram, p . ll . 
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creation of the world according to God's 11ill and the 

glorification of God's name in the world . This is evident 

in the opening lines o f the prayer : 11 !xalted and sanctified 

be His great name in the world which He created according to 

His will . .. " The prayer expresses hope that God 1 s name be 

praised and sanctified in the world. The juxtapos tion of 

creation a ccording to God's will with the glorificat ion of 

God's name leads us to postulate that the tul f illment o f 
• 

God's will in the world is the glorification of God's name. 
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6'Z'W ~ ,, 
Bl essed are you , Lord our God, Ruler ot 
the Universe, who at His word causes the 
evening to tall. In wisdom He opens the 
gates and with understanding He chariges 
times and varies seasons and arranges 
the stars in their watches in the sky . 
according to His will. 2 

We saw above in fl that God created the world a ccording 

to God ' s will and we suggested as a cgrollary , that t he 

praising of God's name is connected to the ful ti 1 lment of 

God's will . Here we note the connection between the natural 

order and kirtzono . At the very mi nimum we can state that 

the stars in the sky are arranged according to God's wil l . 

This is explicit in the text of the prayer : "and arranges 

the stars in their watches in the sky , according to His 

2 S . R. A. p .52. 



will . " 

It is questionable as to whether God 's wi ll also refers 

to t he o pening of gates and the changing o f times a~d 

seasons . If we extend the context of the prayer , we c an also 

presume t hat God ' s. will is connected to God's wisdom ;:md 

unders tanding. According tc this 1nterpretat ion , lei rtzono 

describes more than so l e ly the arrangemen t of the stars. We 

would then r ead the following phrase as one t hematic unit : 

" In wisdom He ope ns the gates and with understanding He 

changes time s and varies seasons and arranges the stars in 

their watches in the sky , according to His w1ll . " 

In both cases , we note here that the natural cyc l es 

operate accord ing t o Go d's will. When we e xtend our 

understanding of the t ext , we may also infer that God will s 

the o rganic wor ld with wisdom and understand ing . Again. here 

ra t zon may be trans lated as both "plan" and "pleasure .'' As 

in #l, both English definitions are possible . They both 

suggest that God regulates the organic wor ld in accordance 

with divine intention . 

3. 
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Blessed are you, Lord our God , Ruler of 
the Universe , who by His decree created 
the heavens .and with the breath of His 
mou t h all its servants . He gave them 
the law and the festival [the New Moon ) 
so t hat they would not change their 
assignments. They rejoice and are happy 
to d o the will of their creator, 
performers of t ruth , their works are 
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true.3 

I In #1 above, we noted that the fulfillment of God's 

w 111 may be connected to the praise of God's name in the 

world. In •2 we noted the connection between God ' s will and 

the regulat ion of the organic world . Here we see that the 

heavenly• hosts are particularly associated with God ' s 

creative majesty . 

The prayer text states that God created heavenl ·r 

servants and instructed them with specific tasks to fulfill : 

11 
••• who by His decree created the heavens and with the 

breath of His mouth all of its servants . He gave th~m the 

law and the festival so that they would not change their 

assignments ." The text continues to state : "They rejoice 

and are happy to do the will of their creator , performers of 

truth , their works are true . 11 The text explicitly states 

that these heavenly hosts are happy to do the will of God. 

Implicit he.re is the notion that when the heavenly 

servants adhere to God's laws they are fulfilling God's 

will. They do not deviate from the laws of God by altering 

"their assignments ." Rather , heavenly servants ahdere 

strictly to God's "assighments." Also implicit here is the 

notion that fulfilling God's will entails serving God ~ith 

joy. The heavenly ho.sts "are happy to do the will of their 

creator." The idea that heavenly servants perform works of 

truth is likewise note.worth? here . The notion of 11 true 

3 S.R.A. , p.90 . 



works '' s uggests that tho se who f o l l ow God ls ass i gnments 

perfo rm works of truth . When heavenly hosts adhere to God ' s 

l a ws , a nd perforltt works of truth, they are fulf illing God ' 

will . 

4 . 

• 
You chose us from a 11 nations. You 
favored us from amongst all peoples. You 
sanctified us with your commandments and 
brought us near, our King , to your 
service . 4 

Ratzitah appears in the above prayer dire c tl y 

paralleled with bachar tah. This is evident in the t e x t : 

" You chose us from all nations . You favored us from amongst 

all peoples ." Here the notion of God choosing Israe l " fr om 

a l l nat i ons " i s connected to God favoring ,Israel " from 

amongst a l l peoples . " Here we note that God's relationship 

with I srael is contrasted with God's relationship with othe r 

nati ons a n d peop l es . God has a different relati onshi p to 

Israel than to the other peoples on earth'. Impl 1c1 t here i s 

~he notion that God has part icu l ar intentions and sentiments 

for Israel . The relationship between God and Israel i s not 

just one of circumstance ; rather God pur posely chose Israel 

and desired some thing for her . This not ion i s especia l 1 y 

plausible when we consider the remaind er of the prayer text : 

" You sanctified us with your commandments and brought us 

near , our King, to your service." 

S.R.A . , p.90 . 
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We noted above that ratzon is most appropriately 

translated as "w.111 , " "pleasure " or " favor ." Ratzitah seems 

most fitt.1ngly translated as "favored" in the above prayer. 

precisely because 1t is paralleled with bachartah . If we 

were to translate ratz.1tah as "you willed us from amon~st 

all peoples ." however, we would essentially convey the same 

meaning as ''favored. 11 Both English definitions are 

appropria~e and certainly the syntact.1c parallelism supports 

" favored" as a f 1tt.1ng t ranslation . 

5. 

6. 

5 

6 
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You chose us from all n:ltions. You 
loved us and favored us. You elevated 
us from amongst all peoples a'nd 
sanctified us with your commandments and 
brought us near, our King, to your 
serv1ce.5 

~ J"t~ 'r.ID W'll:IDm ·'ID '""' llrN rana -O'Dl'n -,_ urnro ,,1111 
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You chose us from all nations. You 
loved us and favored us. And elevated 
us from amongst all peoples. And 
sanctified us with your commandments. 
And brought us near , our King, to your 
service . 6 

S.R.A., p.110 . 

S . R.A. , p .136. 
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You chose us from all nations. You 
loved us and favored us. You elevated 
us from amongst all peopl es . And 
sanctified us ~ith your commandments and 
b r ought u s near , our Ki ng . to your 
service and [with] your ?reat and holy 
name you called upon us. 

31 

, 
We noted in 14 a bove that ratzon is connected with the 

notion of God choosing Israel. Here we see that ratzon 

appears frequently with the notion of God's love for Israel. 

In the above prayers, ratzitah is syn~actically paralleled 

with ahavtah. In l!J we note : "You loved us and favorep us." 

The text of 16 and #7 also both r ead : "You loved us and 

favored us." 

Here we note t hat both ratzon and ahavah describe the 

way in which God relates to Israel. This juxtaposition ot 

ratzon and love expresses the exten~ of p er sonal 

relationship between God and Israel. Here God 1 s will in 

relationship t o Israel is specifically typified by love . 

e . 
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.. . Our God and God of our fathers , 
accept our rest, sanctify us by your 
commandments and give us a portion in 
your Torah .... Give us as an lnheritance 
Lord our God your holy sabbath in love 
and in favor. B 

Here we note two different grammatical forms o f ratzon 

in the same prayer . The first ratzon appears in the 

imperative . Worshippers address God with this verbal form 

• and it describes their expectation of how God should receive 

their sabbath rest . This could be translated as either 

"will , " "favor ," "be pleased" or "accept . " All of these 

English translations convey a similar notion ; God takes note 

of Israel's observance. Worshippers do not presume that God 

wil l automatically be pleased and accept their rest . 

Just as in tf1 above , the second ratzon i s juxtaposed 

with ahavah : " Give us as an inheritance Lord our God your 

holy sabbath in love and in favor . " In this instance , the 

two terms descr ibe worshippers ' expectat ion of the way in 

which God should give Israel the sabbath aG an inheritance . 

Be' ahavah and uv' ratzon suggest that in the worshippers' 

minds , the sabbath is a sign of God• s love and favor for 

them. The sabbath, as a gift from God, is not a neutral 

inheritance ; Israel could not receive the sabbath from God 

without God's love and favor . In some fashion, the sabbath 

is an expression of God's feelings for Israel . Once again , 

worshippers do not presume that God automatically bestows 

8 S . R.A. , p.83 . 



them with the sabbath "in l ove and in ~avor. " 

9. 

• 

-- ... ..., 'ID .,. .,._ _,, ...... - ,..,,. ,. ... ln:l ... -.., .... ..., ............ .....,, ,.,.,, '""~ 
.-._,. _ "l\"'D • ..-.. rwat am,... ftllft ..-. a""',.,.., 

Blessed are you, Lord our God. Ruler of 
the universe, who has sanctified us with 
His commandments and favored us , His 
holy sabbath He has given us in love, a 
memorial o f the creation, ... For you 
have chosen us and sanctified us from 
amongst all nations and your holy 
Sabbath you have given us as an 
inheritance , in love and in favo r. 
Blessed are you, 0 God, who sanctifies 
the Sabbath . "9 

3 3 

Once again we note that ratzon appears twice ..in the 

same prayer in two di!ferent forms. The first form is a 

verb and describes God ' s r elationship with Israel : " . . . who 

has sancitified us with His commandments and favored us . . . " 

This could be translated as "willed us, " "took pleasure i n 

us. '' or " favo red us." All three translations convey the 
. 

same basic meaning; God has a distinct relationship with 

Israel. This is not a relationship of circumstance ; God is 

not indifferent to Israel. If we extend the context of 

the prayer above, we might also infer that there is s ome 

connection between ratzah and God's sanctifying Israel with 

divine commandments and giving Israel the sabbath. This is 

likely, especially because ratzon and ahavah appear together 

frequently in description of t he inheritance of the sabbath . 

The second appearance of ratzon here is similar to #8 

9 S.R.A., p.66 . 
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above; in both cases we see an .explicit connection between 

ahavah and ratzon. The above prayer text states : "For you 

have chosen us and sanctified us frol'l amongst all nations 

and your holy Sabbath you have given us as an inheritance . 

in love and in favor . " Once again we note that worshippers 

understand God to have granted them the sabbath as a sign of 

divine love and favor. 

l O • '1mn ,. '!aft . ..- ,.. ~ma ,....,. ,..,_ .'11'2 nns ., ~ .. ~ ran 
"" ,., ·11'11" mm» 'II mm .,.... ar "' • ,.... "' .,._ ..,,_. i-mn 
1U'llln ,. ,.,. ID'lll ,... ...,. 'ID'lnm .. ·Ullna ~ lllm'I 1'11"'1 ,,,. 

ir9 "> TM ~ """ a ...,, JWW9 ,.,,,_ -- .im1 """' ~ ~ M1m 
,,.. • ..., cwnm "' CIM'CID '"' 

Grant us rest , Lord our God, for you are 
our father, and soon rule over us, for 
you are our king. For your great and 
holy name's sake that was appointed for 
Israel your people and on the seventh 
day we will rest upon it according . to 
the commandments of your will . Let there 
be no trouble or grief or sigh on the 
day of our rest. And let our rest be a 
rest of love and tree-will offering, a 
rest of t ruth and fa1 thfulness, a rest 
of pleasure and peace, quiet and safety, 
a perfect rest in which you take 
pleasure . Let y~ur children r(!cognize 
and know that their rest is from you , 
and by their rest may they sanctify your 
name. 10 

Again we note here two citations of ratzon in the same 

prayer. The first i nstance appears in descr iption of God ' s 

commandments . The prayer expl1c1 tly expresses the notion 
. 

that Israel rests on the ~abbath in accordance with the 

commandments of God's will : "and on the seventh day we w!ll 

10 S.R.A. , p.79. 
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rest upon it according to the commandments of your will. " 

The commandments in general and sabbath observance in · 

particular are expressions of God's relationship t o I s rae l . 

God i s no t ind i f fer en t to Is r a e 1 ' s observanc e o f t he 

commandments, since the c ommandments are t he very expressi on 

of their relationship. God's will. in description of 

commandments , s uggests that there is some purpose and 

intention underlying the commandments . It further suggests 

that God desires s o mething in the fulfillment of these 

commandments . 

The second appearance of ratzon describes worshippers' 

expectation of how God reacts to the fulfillment of the 

commandment of sabbath observance . This is evident in the 

prayer text in description of the sabbath as a "a perfect 

rest in which you take pleasure . " God either "accepts it " 

or "takes pleasure in i t . " Both translations convey the 

same basic meaning ; God is not ind1tter<ent to Israel ' s 

observance of the sabbath . Israel is concerned that God be 

pleased with her observance y e t Israel docs not presume that 

God will automatically accept her rest . Noteworthy i s t he 

fact that sabbath rest is described as a rest of "pleasure 

and peace, quiet and s~fety . " Here we learn that sabbath 

observance is an explicitly pos itive experience for i ts 

ahderents . God gave Israe l the sabbath ; as its recipient 

Israel benefits from sabba~h observance . lt the sabbath i s 

an expression of God's relationship to Israel, we could then 
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infer that the sabbath is an expression of God 's beneficence 

and favor for Israel . 

11. ~ cm 1l'l'O lrl:lf'r'Qt ·.a 2'IQ ,,., ann ,. "" ..,. ,. '""91 .,. ,.. ,.,,, 
.""9 M "" '1t ftM ~ ,mt"Q ~ 1'ID ""'" ~ .._. 1' llt ., ._, 

"ll'l"'O 'm 1rl'l'Q8 ,,. "'""" ..... lafl'ft ,.,.. 11"'1111 ,... ,. ,,..,. .,. ,, '"" 
"'22 WM n1'D ia-. 1"1111" '" ,.,, .., 'm 11') NW WW\ 'm 1l'W'D ,_. 

~ 'T"Drl ... T'WT' .i19 ,. ~ ,, D"TW> - ~ '" .,,., 'm .lW 

.rmin 'm,.. -~ ,.., ~ 

~ 
We thank you, Lord our God , fo r the 
desirable. good and plentiful land which 
you took pleasure and gave to our 
fathers and for your covenant which you 
have marked in our t lesh , the Torah 
which you have given us, and for Ute, 
goodness, kindness and food which you 
have given us every season. 11 

Here we note ratzon used in reference to th~ Land of 

Israel . In the B1rkat Hamazon above, the ''desirable, good 

and plentiful land" is an ex;>ression of God Is r elat ionship 

to "our fathers. " The tact that the land is obviously 

plentiful and good suggests that ratzitah is an expression 

of God 's beneficence . Like the inheritance of the sabbath 

above, the land is interpret~d as a pos1 tive sign of God's 

relationship to Israel. If we were to extend the context , we 

might also inter that ample food and general goodness in 

life is understood by worshippers as a sign of God's good 

wi l l. 

11 S.R.A. , p.4~. 
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Suw.ry 

The above chapter concerns the natu~e of God 's ratzon 

or will as expressed in Seder Rav Amram . Ratzon is most 

commonly translated as " wi ll," "pleasu re , " and "favor. " In 

• most cases , as demonstrated above. all three trans lat ions 

serve t o convey the same basic meaning. Ratzon denotes a 

pa rti cular intention o r sentiment attributed to God . 

The prayer texts cited in the abov e chapter convey the 

explicit and implicit meaning of the term ratzon in Seder 

Rav Amram . The Kaddish prayer explicit l y states -that God 

cr eated the world according t o God ' s will . Likewise 

explicitly stated is the notion that God regulates the stars 

in the sky according to divine will . We also noted that 

heavenly hosts perform the will of God . The prayers 

describe God as granting the sabbath and tl;le Land of Israel ' 

to Israel with ratzon . The commandments are described as 

the commandments of God's will. 

The prayers implicitly convey the notion that God's 

will is connected with the glor if !cation of God's name in 

the world . As demonstrated above. we also have reason t o 

presum~ that God regulates all natural cycles, with wisdom 

and understanding , according to div'ine will . We noted that 

ratzon is paralleled with the notions of God c hoosing and 

loving· Israel. Ratzon describes the manner in which God 

relates to Israel. The term suggests the nature of this 
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relationship as highly personal. God ' s relationship with 

Israel is distinctively different from God ' s relationship 

with the other nations in the world. The sabbath and the 

land are signs of God's benef icence and favor . 

The notion of God's will does not appea~ 

indisc.riminately in the above prayers . Ratzon describes 

God's creative and regulating nature. Ratzon also describes 

a personal relationship between God and Israel . This 

relationship is typified by God choosing and loving Israel . 



Seder Rav Amraa: Anthropological 

""'1 ·n.,,,,, .,, ~ 
1 . .:uni ~• .,,.. na 1111"1 m.n 'l1IW ,.._., ~ 

Lord of al 1 worlds, it is revealed and 
• known to you that it is my will tc do 

your will but the yeast in the dough 
prevents it . 12 

29 

Seder Ra v Amram contains numerous supplicat.ions which 

originate in Bracho t l 6b-1 7 a. Severa l of these private 

devotions concern God's will. The above passage seems to 

express the essence of the human fulfillment of God' ~ will . 

The text explicitly states that it is the will of human 

beings to do God's wi 11. Here we note that both God and 

hwnan beings possess a will . Human beings possess a will 

independent from God 1 s will. Also indicated is that there 

is a relationship between the will of human beings and the 

will of God . Human beings attempt to align their will with 

the will ot God. 

~at is not clear is the precise dynamic between the 

will of God and the will of human beings . For example, the 

"will" of both God and human beings is indicated with t h e 

same Hebrew term ratzon . · The question could be posed as to 

what extent the application of the term ratzon to both God 

and human beings accentuates their similar ities . The 

similarity between God's will and the human will i s no t 

clear 1n the above prayer text. The difference between 

12 S.R.A., p.37 . 
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God's will and the human will is e xpl icit, however . Human 

beings fail to ful fill God's wil l because of the 11 yeast 1n 

the dough wh ich prevents it. 11 The "yeast in the dough" 

symbolizes the yetzer harah, o r the evil !nclination in 

human beings. 

Ttie prayer emphasizes the distinct difference between 

the wi ll of God and the will of human be ings . Human beings 

constantly fall short of doing God's will because of their 

e vil inclination. The evil inclination prevents the 

alignment of the human will with the divine will and it 

thereby separates human be ings from God . 

2 . l'TQ "'-' =- \NII Tam 
""- ara a-.. ..,, .,..,.. ._. ...,.. ..,. .,._ ,,, ..., ,.... ~ 
rn""O m D'2ftl "" ,lfhfl """' ..,. ...,. .,,, m .... ~ ...... 

~""'~ .... ..,,~..,, 
Blesse~ are you, our Rock , our King and 
our Redeemer, Creator ot holy beings , 
praised be your name tor e ver , our King, 
Creator of ministering spirits, all at 
His ministering spirits stand i n the 
height of the universe , and with fear 
proclaim aloud together the words of the 
living Sod and eternal King. Al l of 
t hem are beloved , all of them are pure. 
a ll of them are mighty , all of them in 
awe do the will of their master .. . 13 

The above prayer explicitly s tates that angels do the 

will of God . Angels do God's wil l as a result of the awe 

they possess before God : " ... all of them in awe do the will 

of their master ." The prayer also suggests that angels 

13 S . R.A ., p. 13. 
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fulfill God's will by pra ising God . This notion o f praising 

God as the fulfillment of God ' s wi l l is not exp l icit here , 

but it may be poss 1 ble to infer the connect ion from the · 

context . The prayer sta t es : " with fear ( they ) proclaim 

aloud together the words of the 11virtg God and everlasting 

King." This is consistent with the ~nderlying motive of 

Rabbinic angelology ; the true purpose of a nge ls is the 

• glorification of Goa . 14 

Angels are also pure and mighty. Because they are 

beings worthy of ser ving in proximity to the throne of God , 

they are more pert e ct creature~ than human beings . 15 

Human beings o ften fail to do God's will because they are 

not as pure and strong as angels . Angels are ~ot t r oubled 

by the yetzer harah, the evil inclination, which means that 

they are not suscept ible to normal human pass i ons . 16 Yet 

angels , like human beings , were creat e d by God a nd they thus 

can never attain the perfec tion of God. 

15 

16 

3. 

~ ""T'Clfn 'T'ftD .,, """"- .. ~ 
nTQ ~ .,..,.. ~ ~ "' -pm ..,. 
• ir1P - ,. ,......, wa.-, i:n:a., ,,.,. 

Israel Abrahams , A Companion to the Authorized Daily 
Prayerbook , ( Eyre and Spottiswood Ltd . , 1922,) p 48. 

Ibid p . ,8. 

Ibid p.49. 
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May all your wo rlt.s be praised , Lord o~ 
God, and those who do good deeds who do 
your will , and all your people the House 
o f I srael. may all ot them in joy praise 
and bless and g_or !ty yo~r holy name. 17 

42 

The above Passover p rayer expresses the notion ~hat 

those who do good deeds fulfill God ' s will. Chaside i .. 
! zadikii:. . er ?ious a:::.c :- i9hteous i:ic!ividuals . co:-~er the i r 

ev!! !ncl!:iation , wh ich prevents thee fro~ doing God's will . 

as stated in #1 above . Here we not e that de sp it e the 

i nevitable human inclination to s in. devout and exemplary 

human be ings can conquer their evil inclinat!or. . The free 

will o f human beings i s emphasized here . l f e very human 

being is tempted by the evil inclination, but some of them 

manage to overcome its allurement , then human beings can 

potentially choose between succumbing to evil or f ulfill ing 

God's wi ll. The context o r t he prayer further suggests that 

doing God's wil l consists of glorifying God'~ name and 

praising God 1 s works . In •2 above , angels are upheld as 

exemplars of fulfilling God 's will. Here we note that 

chasidei tzadilcim are upheld as exceptional human beings. 

Just as in #2 above , these performers of good works fulf 111 

God ' s will by praising God's oame . 

17 S.R.A., p.118 . 
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• '1'D' m rmr.n IW"11 ~ "'v.Q ur.19 .tCl1"'ID mwwn nDR arw.- cm W2 
.~ 11'11 ' "'11'9"'1 ~ 'II min 

Lord of all worlds, may it be your will 
that your Torah be my faith and my 
occupation for every day and that I may 
not err in it, and cause me not to need 
a gift o~ a human being , for their gift 
is small but the shame they bring is 
great . Satisfy us in the morning with 
your grace that we may rejoice and be 
glad in our days. and show us your great 
mercy, God, and give us your 
salvation .18 

43 

The above prayer , a passage from Brachot 16b-17a , is 

the first of a number of supplications in Seder Rav Amram 

begin.ning with the formula yehi ratzon milfanekha. Several 

of these supplications originated as private dev:,tions of 

individual rabbis. Later in the chapter we will discuss the 

significance of this popular opening in conveying the 

rabbinic understanding of God's will. Suffice 1t to say in 

thi s case, that yehi ratzon miltanekha indicates that 

worshippers approach God with submission ~nd with respect . 

Worshlppers address their supplications to God in a personal 

yet reverent manner . 

The above prayer is an appeal to God that it be God's 

wi ll tor Torah to be the fundamental faith and occupation of 

worshippers. We saw i n #l above that human beings possess a 

wi ll i ndependent of God's will . In •3 above we also noted 

that exemplary human beings can exercise their tree will in 

order to conquer the evil inclination and thereby fulfill 

1 8 S.R.A. , p.37 . 
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God's will. Here we see, however, that human beings appeal 

to God for help in pleasing God. The rabbis understood 

Torah to be the underpinning for fulfillment of God's will . 

Israel should al low the Torah to be the sole guiding 

structure in their lives . They should adhere to its 

precepts as perfectly as possible . The Torah is far more 

worthy of a guide for human beings than are other human 
• 

beings . Human beings are faulty and weak compared to the 

Torah. Here human beings appeal to God to help them make 

Torah the center of their lives and ~hereby fulfill God's 

will. 

5 , """ !'Oil rmll U'> lN' D"l'U\"T iD 1Z'Ml.,, TTQl') ~ u<mti '1T'CI • 
JJ°'l ~ um ,,,...,, Vlln' Ul~ _., mwo Ul~ nrr m latQ "'2 rhfl 
u•rroa .,,.., '""* 'ft ~ rm '"' f) """2'> .,,, ""' ,..,, n•J '" Tia'> .ttr. 

.ao.i a'J"lln """ ..,.11 rrnn ram nm ~ 1"'" .,.,... 

Blessed be our God, who has created us 
for His glory , and has separated us from 
them that go astray , and has g 1 ven us 
the Torah of truth, planted everla~ting 
life in our midst . ... May He open our 
hearts to His Torah, and place His fear 
within our hearts, that we may do His 
will and serve. Him with a perfect heart , 
that we may not labor in vain , nor bring 
forth contusion . May it thus be your 
will , Lord our God and God of our 
fathers, that we may keep your statutes 
in this world , and be worthy to live and 
inherit the life of the world to 
come . 19 

The above passage contains two citations of ratzon . 

The first appearance of the term expresses worshippers' 

19 S.R.A . , p.39. 
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desire that God instill fear in their hearts o fulf i ll 

God 1 s will . This is sim1 lar to the no tion that: angels do 

Gods ' will with fear , as expressed in •2 above . Thi s idea is 

j uxtaposed with the expectation that God will open 

worshippers' hearts to Torah and serve God with full hear t s . 

Noteworthy here is the notion that the source for the human 

fulfillment of God's wi ll is the human heart . 

The second appear ance ot ratzon c onstitutes part o f t he 

yehi ratzon milfanekha formula . As in #4 above, the prayer 

i s addressed to God in a submissive yet personal fashion. 

Worshippers appeal t o God that it be God's will that they 

observe God 1 s statutes in this world and that they meri t 

l i~e in the world to come . The prayer expresses wors~ippers ' 

need for God ' s help to enable them t o follow divine laws . 
. 

They can exercise human free will in choosing whether to 

observe God's statutes. yet at the same time they need God 

to help them. It is evident from the context here that 

doing God's will entails living a lite of Torah. Adherence 

to Torah is the opposite of confusion. When human beings 

adhere to the Torah and follow God's will , they make 

themselves worthy for God and for the reward of " the life to 

come" which God may bestow upon them .. 

6 . 
.,._., IQfllQ ~ "' V'> 1Nft .,., .. "'"' '"""' 

ea "" .,.. .,. ,_.. ._.....,.. ,.._.. "",_""'" D"W' I 



And teach us to do the statutes o f your 
will . And give us , Lord our God , i n 
l ove , upright laws and statutes ~f truth 
and good commandments and ordinances, in 
order that humans can do them and l ive 
by them. 20 

46 

Onc e again , as in 15 above , wors h i ppers appeal t o 

God to t each t hem the laws of divine will. Worshippers 

unders t and t hat in order t o please God they must live a l i f e 

o f To rah , but they also ne ed God t o teach t hem its precep ts . 

It is cl e a r here t hat the "statutes '' are an expression of 

God's will . God i s s£mehow related to the law . In the above 

prayer , Torah represents the path of the righteous ; Torah is 

the way o f truth , l ove and goodnes s . 

7. VI~ '1T:1 ~ ')'TU,"f T':lr.t D'I' ftl'IZ'.Q, T'n1JD2 ~ '11 Ul""Wm m 
. ~ yu., 1"J 'ltn '1ln • 'rJm rmim u mui u rrmm wwnm'I 

Be pleased and strengthen us , Lord our 
God . with y our commandments and with the 
commandment of the seventh day, the 
great and h oly day , through His ho liness 
and His rest, and we will rest on it in 
accordance wi th the c~mmandments of your 
will , and let there b e no trouble and 
grief in our rest ... 21 

In #6 above , we noted t hat God ' s statutes are descr i bed 

as the statutes of God 1 s wi ll. This sa1'bath prayer a lso 

describes God's commandments a s the c ommandments of God 's 

will ·. It specifically de.notes sabbath rest as being in 

accordance with the commandments of God's will . Ratzon 

20 S.R.A . , p . 129 . ., 
21 S . R.A . . p . 47 . 
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appears here in the imperative form as well. The verb is 

j uxtaposed with the notion of God strengthening Israel with 

divine commandments. It expresses the expectation that God 

be pleased and accept Israel ' s observance of the 

commandments in general and of the commandment of sabbath 

observance in particular. The rabbis must have believed 

that observance of the commandments was the way to please 

God and thereby fulfill Ood's will. The observance of the 

sabbath, an integral component in adherence to the 

commandments. would then logically be the fulfillment of 

God's will . The rabbis obviously believed that God took note 

of their observance . Once again, they addres=- God in a 

submissive yet personal fashion . The above prayer indicates 

that the rabbis perceived God as having the potential t o 

s trengthen them and the emotional capacity to be pleased 

with their offerings . 

8 . 

22 

'1mn ._ "l'Cn . • u:mi nna ~ nm ~ ,,_ .U"'2a :ma ., ~ ... U'I at 1"',., .iJm mllD 'Q m.l...,.., In' 'm,...,...,...,, ...,. ln'mTI -,,:u.i 
NW)ll'I nDar mm ~ rana mm urmm 1111n .UMUD ~ nrmn tu., '"' 
1NID ,, ,...,., '1"D ,,..,. .aa ram nr-. l"ID'* l'lrllD .nml llP9'lt ~ 1'1rl nrnm 

• ._ ,. WT anmm 'm armm n 

... and let ouz: rest be a rest of love 
and free-will offering , a rest of truth 
and faithfulness, a rest of peace, quiet 
and safety, a perfect rest in which you 
take pleasure. Let your children 
understand and know that this rest is 
from you, and ~Y their rest they 
sanctity your naae.22 

s . R. A • I p . 79 • 
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As in #7 above, this prayer describes God 1 s reception 

of Israel ' s sabbath observance . Ratzon can be translated 

here as either "take pleasure," "desire " or "accept . " All 

three translat ion co~vey the same basic concept of God's 

receptiveness. At the very minimWIL we could state that God 

is not inditferent to Israel's observance. In extending the 

text we. migh t also claim that God is personally affected by 

the observance o! hu man beings. God is depicted as 

possessing feelings similar to a hw:nan being. God accepts 

and rejects ; God is pleased or disappointed . Noteworthy is 

the fact that God takes pleasure i n Israel's "perfec t rest. " 

God is pleased with the thoroughness of Israel 1 s obrdience. 

This sabbath rest is also described as a rest of " love and 

free-will ot tering . a rest o f truth and faithfulness , a r e st 

of peace , quiet and safety ... " The rabbis understood their 

sabbath observance as an expression to God of their love and 

faithfulness . It is not enough that human beings observe 

the sabbath to the letter ot t n c l aw ; rather they mus t do so 

out ot love and fa1 thtulness . Sabbath observance was 

likewise understood as an act of free-will by human beings. 

Human beings must co~quer any evil inclination which could 

prevent them from adherence to the sabbath. When they do 

so , they submit their will to the will of God. This prayer , 

in addition to #7 above , de121onstrates worshippers • 

understanding that sabbath observance is the way to please 

God and is thus the fulfillment of God's will . 



9 . 9'fl rca rrnn u'I tN1 D"n\41 iz, u'Ml.,, ~., UJCill' irnn ~ 
ll')l T'OJ"1I um n'lft") wri• ~'n ~ vnw Ul'I nnr ni ~ Ri 0~ .o.,., 

May He open our hearts unto His Torah 
and place His awe within our hearts, 
that we may do His will and serve Him 
with a perfect heart.~ 
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We noted in 1'8 above that for the rabbis , mere 
• 

observance of the letter of the law was not sufficient 

before God . Rather God is most pleased with observance which 

results from love and fai thtulness . Here we also note the 

importance ot kavanah , or intent, in fulfilling God's will. 

This is expressed with the words be'levav shalem , with a 

perfect heart. The heart is depicted as the source for true 

observance of the Torah. The heart must be "opened" in 

order to receive God's awe and in order to prepare Israe l 

tor complete adherence to God ' s will. In this particul&.T" 

prayer, the notions ot doing God ' s will and serving God with 

a perfect heart are expressed ~n the same grammatical unit . 

From this we may presume that doing God's will necessitates 

serving God with complete faithfulness , or wi th a perfect 

heart. God discerns whether or not Israel observes Torah 

with kavanah. In addi tion , God exercises some influence in 

enabling this to occur; God can help facilitate the opening 

ot hwaan beings ' hearts and the fulfillment of God ' s wil l . 

23 S . R . A., p.39 . 
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And everyone will form one com.munity to 
do your will with a perfect heprt . 2' 
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As in ~9 above, we also note here that the fulfillment 

o f God ' s wil l requires a "perfect heart." A perfect heart 

connote! a complete faithfulness o r kavanah . This is 

explicitly stated in the above Rosh Hashanah prayer . 

Noteworthy here , as well, is the notion that the community 

i s expected to join together to fulfill God's will "with a 

perfect heart. " 

1 1 . :ml ;m rm .,..,, n:i• .,.,, 
..., ~ ITll'D .,.. .,, 1"WO ,,..,, n:uo. 1D:I inn ft'lllD ra..,ia ,..., )~ 

. ..,...)' TT"O:I 

And the additional pray ers for the 
Sabbath and the New Month we will offer 
before you in love according to the 
commandments of your will as you wrote 
for us in your Torah through Moses your 
servant from the mouth of your glory as 
it was spoken. 26 

In '9 and '10 above we noted that the express ion 

b'levav shalem indicates th€ importance of kavanah in 

observing the commandments and in fulfilling God's w1ll. 

Here we note another common expression conveying the 

significance of proper . intent for the rabbis : "in love 

according to the commandments of your will. " In this 

particular prayer the expression refers to the offer i ng of 

tbe addi tion~l prayers for the sabbath and the New Month . 

25 

S . R. A. , p . 136. 

s. R. A . I p . 90 • 



... 

51 

The expression indicates that the offering of prayers in 

love before God is the fulf 1 llment of the :::om.mandments of 

God ' s will . 

One might argue perhaps that not every prayer must be 

offered to God with love in order to please God . This 

• argument might be compelling were it not for the frequent 

recurrence of the expression "in love according to the 

commandments of your will" throughout Seder Rav Amram. This 

repetition is further substantiated by numerous references 

to the heart , which is described as the source for the 

fulfillment of God's will . The above prayer thus 

communicates that fulfill.ing the commandments according to 

God's will entails fulfilUng these colDJlandments with love . 

12 . u--n n:ucy 'fZ)) inn msm ~ ,.JI., 2-cm nnJ mn ll'i1D1 °" ~ na 
. .,.,., '"2t l'l9D ..,. .,, vmru 

' . 
The additional pray~r for this Yem 
Kippur we will of fer before you in love 
according to the commandments of your 
will as you wrote for us in your Tcr ah 
by Moses your servant as it .. =is 
spoken.26 

As in #11 above , this prayer conveys the notion that 

the fulfillment of the coam.a.nd.ments of God's will requires 

offering prayers to God with love. This particular prayer 
.. 

indicates that God is pleased with the offering of the 

additional prayer tor Yom Xippar. 

26 S.R.A., p.167. 
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Return unto us with the abundance of 
your mercy on account of the fathers who 
did your will. 27 

52 

We noted in '2 above that angels are upheld as models 

for the fulfillment of God's will . We also postulated in #3 

above that chasidei tzadikim are exemplars f o r t he 

fulfillment o f God's will. In this Passover prayer we 

observe that the "fathers" or patriarchs performed God ' s 

will as well. Worshippers request that God return unto them 

with mercy on account of the patriarchs who did God ' s wi ll . .. 
The prayer expresses that the patriarchs' fulfillment o f 

God ' s wil l may even be sufficient reason for God t o exercise 

compassion upon future generations . 

Not only does the patriarchal fulfi l lment of God ' s will 

have lasting impact upon future generatio ns , but the 
. 

patriarchs are upheld as examples for worshippers o f the 

fulfillment of God's will . The patriarchs earned meri t as a 

result of their performance of the will of God . The 

patriarchs are models for the fulfillment of God ' s will, 

perhaps implying that worshippers will also earn God ' s 

merit, as a result of fulfilling God's will. 

---
27 S . R.A., p.126. 
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And remember unto us, Lord ou; God, the 
covenant and the goodness and the oath 
which you promised to Abraham our father 
at Mount Moriah . And see before you the 
sacrif-ice , he bound his son upon the 
al tar and overcame his compassion to do 

• your will with a perfect heart . 28 
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This Rosh Kashanah prayer upholds Abraham as t he 

paradigm for the Jew who fulfills God ' s will . As i n ~9 and 

#10 above, the fulfillment o f God ' s will involves c ompete 

fa i thfulness . indica~ed by the words b 1 levav shalem , with a 

perfec t hea rt . Abraham demonstrated bis devotion to God by 

obeying God's instructions ; he bound his son I saac a nd 

prepared to sacrifice him upon the altar . 

fulfil l God's will, Abraham had to suppress his compassion 

for I saac. From this we speculate that doing God• s wil l 

inv olves overcoming human incl inations : it entai l s readily 

prior i tizing divine command over the hum.an relat ionship . 

Abraham suppressed his compassion for Isaac. h i s son . in 

order to please God, his "Father . " Fultilling God ' s wil l 

necessitates complete devotion to divine c ommand . 

Worshippers appeal to God for help on account of Abraham ' s 

merit . Abraham is the paradigm for the Jew who fulfills 

God's will with true and complete faith. 

28 S.R.A., p . 1,3. 



15 . 1l"'IVQ "ln:ln -.a J'IDa ~ an--.:n2 """' D'2"e ~ '"f'Q -.. ,.._ -a I 
.vnm ,... .-:a.D1 - ,.....,, Tm l'IRl:l'I 

Blessed are you; Lord our God , Ruler of 
the universe, who has chosen goo d 
prophets and has taken pleasure in their 
wo rds wh i ch were spoken in truth . 
Blessed are you , Lord our God , who h~s 

fhosen the Law , and Moses your servant , 
and Israel your people , and the prophets 
ot truth and righteousness.29 
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In this Torah blessing we note that God takes pl~asure 

in t he words ot prophets . God c hose these "good prophets " 

and their words are "words spoken in truth. 11 Because Go d 

chose these prophets , we might presume that their teac~ings 

are in keeping with God's will. This notion is consistent 

with our previous observations as well as with r abb i nic 

thought . We noted above that adherence to the Torah l s 

fulfi l lment of God ' s will. Prophets who teach Torah must 

t hen also be fulfilling God's will. According to A. Cohen . . 
"the very foundation of the Rabbi n i c creed is that God made 

[God's] will known through certain spokesmen who are called 

prophets."30 They not only preach words of Torah but ~hey 

practice its precepts as we l l. Like the patr i archs above , 

the prophets are exemplars for worshippers of the 

fulfillment of God ' s will. 

29 S . R.A ., p.77. 

30 Ibid p. 121. 



16. 

New Months you gave to your people . A 
festival of atonemen t for all their 
generations. At those times they ofter 
before you sacrifices of pleasure. 31 

55 

The above prayer refers to "sacrifices of pleasure" to 

be o ffered to God at Rosh Hodesh. Zivche 1 Ratzon could be 

translated as " sac rifices of pleasure," "sacrifices of 

will '' or " sacrifices of acceptance ." The three translations 
• 

convey t he same basic notion of God accepting and thus be ing 

pleased with I srael's offerings . Rosh Kodesh i s r eferred to 

here as a "fest ival of atonement." The offe r ing of these 

sacritices thus seems to be an expression of a tonemen t 

before God. God gave Israel the New Month in order to ~tone 

f o r their transgress ions. The sacrif i ces indicated are 

sacrifices which are acceptable before God . God ta.Iles note 

of sacrifices and not every s acrifice is to God's pleasure . 

Human beings please Go d when t hey offer acceptable 

sacrifices. From t his we may assume that God des ires for 

human beings to atone for their sins. 

17 . 
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May it be your will that our prayer that 
we pray be acceptable , and let it be 
considered before you as bullccks a.nd. 
sheep . as if we sacrificed them on the 
altar . and pardon us. 32 

5 6 

The above prayer originates in Brachot 16b-17a and 

begins with the yehi ratzon milfanekha formula. The rabbis 

approach.God with submission and respect ; they request tha t 

it be God's will for God to accept their prayer . Here ratzon 

expresses the expectation that God be pleased with their 

prayer and accept their prayer . The rabbi3 further request 

that God accept their prayer with the same criteria as God 

had once accepted sacrificial offerings prior to the 

destr\lction of the Temp.le. The rabbis knew that God wills 

sacrifice bec ause it is written in the Torah. Thoy did not 

feel the same cont idence concerning prayer offerings. The 

rabbis appear to be apologetic regarding their offering of 

prayer; they express the hope that their prayer will have 

the same efficacy as their sacrifices had ' once exercised. 

Ratzon does not directly refer to the latter part of 

the prayer referring to sacrifices . "and let it be 

considered before you as bullocks and sheep , as if we 

sacrificed them on the altar ... • " yet the two notions 

expressed in the prayer are directly connected . The first 

part requests that God accept the prayer being offered . The 

second part expresses the hope that God accept the prayer 

32 S.R.A. , p.37. 
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with the same consideration as God had once accepted 

sacrifices . The premise of the prayer is that human beings 

are to ofter a cceptable a.t;d pleasing prayer to God . 

l 8 . ""'" ...,.,. "' ,... 1'S't ..,. 
. .,..,,.,. .,.. .,. ., m crnt '""'"° PT"O .,_,,. nDt ..,,,. lf'M ~ 

• 
May it be your will, God and God of my 
fathers, that I may sin no more, and 
that in which I have sinned, cleanse it 
away in your great mercy , but not by my 
sufferings .33 

The above prayer . beginning with yehi ratzon 

milfanekha, expresses the expectation that it be God's will 

that the individual not sin. We have previously noted that 

human beings possess a will independent of God's will . They . 
have a good will and a bad will. Human beings must conquer 

their bad will in order to align their will with God ' s will 

and thus fulfill God's will . Here the individual requests 

help from God not to sin. While he can exercise· his own free 

~ill , the individual needs God ' s help in order to obliterat e 

inherent sinful tendencies. Noteworthy here is the notion 

that suffering atones tor bu.man sin. The prayer petitions 

God to replace suffering with another form of atonement . 

........... - ............ ,.. ..... _""° 
19. .., uwau ..,.. ; I Wi+"'9•YWW~1'91D,..,, 

33 

,,,. ,...., ....... ,...., .... ..,_ --.., .,,.... 
..... ~ ..,.. - - ... ~ ~ .fflD .,.,. .... ..,.,. - .,,.. ~ -

'ND l8un ,.,.,., ,,.,,.,.. ~ ,... .n .,,,.,.,, ,., ..,..,. ,., ,.. ~ "' 
.na..:a ,,, ~ ~ '7' • 'l'T'O ..,,. .... " .,., ..., ,,.. ,.,.,. 

•, 

S . R . A. , p .28. 



May it be your will , Lord, my God, to 
3llow me to lie down in peace and let me 
r ise up again in peace and give me my 
port ion in the Torah and make me 
f am! liar with that which concerns the 
commandment and ~ot with that which 
concerns transgression. And l ead me not 
to sin or into temptation or shame . And 
may the good inclination rule me and may 

• the evil inclinatio~ not rule me and let 
not evil dreams trouble me . and let my 
bed be perfect before you . Lighten my 
eyes so that I don ' t sleep the sleep of 
death . Blessed are you, God, who g ives 
light to the whole world in your glory . 
34 
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Like '18 above , ~his prayer recite d upon lying down to 

sleep is ottered by the individual. It also begins with 

ye hi ratzon milfanekha. Here the individual expresses the 

expectation that it be God's will t hat he lie down in peace 

and rise up again in peace . The individual also requests 

that it be God's will to keep him distant from transgression 

and to grant him a portion in the Torah . This is directly 

stated in the prayer with reference to ratzon . 

What is not directly stated in reterenc e to ratzon but 

whet appears to be directly connected is the notion that 1t 

be God's wil l to help the individual conquer his evil 

i nclination . The above passage consists o f related notions 

of pleasing God and appear:> to form a thematic unit . This 

supports the premise that ratzon describes the above 

notions. Noteworthy here is that the individual requests 

God's help in overcoming ev i l and transg~ession. The rabbis 

S . R.A. , p.5,. 
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understood that in order to fulfill God's will they had t o 

conquer evi l, even the 11 evil " manifested in the i r 

unconscious . The rabbis also distrusted the darkness o f the 

night an• believed it could lead them astray. 

20 . 

.,.,., ~ tnua ..,,., .,.,. 1t .,.... rin ., 
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May it be your will. Lord my God and God 
of my fathers, to give me my portion in 
your Torah and cause me to cleave to 
your commandment and strengthen me for 
your awe cause me to submit my w i 11 to 
serve you and lead me to the way of 
commandment and do ' not lead me to the 
way of transgression and keep me from 
~hame and disgrace and keep me far from 
the evil inclination and make me cleave 
to the good inclination, and let nie 
obtain grace and favor in your eyes and 
in the eyes ot all who see me , and 
bestow lovingkindness upon me. Blessed 
are you, Lord, who bestows 
lovingkindness ._35 

The above morning blessing begins once again with the 

opening yehi ratzon miltanekha. It is interesting here that 

the worshipper addresses Go4 directly trom the perspective 

ot his own self . Tbe individual requests that God give him a 

portio~ in the Tor~ and that God grant him the strength to 

35 S.R.A . , p.3. 
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revere God with appropriate respect . He asks God to aid him 

1n submitting his will to the wi 11 of God. In order to do 

so, the individual must conquer his evil inclination . Be 

must suppress all shades of transgression and di~grace .in 

• order to excercise his good inclination. The individual 

worshipper beckons God to grant him favor and grace ; he 

acknowledges God's goodness and requests that God cont i nue 

to bestow him with divine lovingkindness . Implicit here i s 

that God desires ~he individual to suppress his evil 

inclination and to adhere to the Torah. The worchipper 

understands that God wills a life of divine commandment and 

lovingkindness for him. Be expresses his own expectation of 

what would please God. The individual understands that when 

he does, in fact , suppress his evil inclination and adheres 

to a lite of Torah , he pleases God. The worshipper also . 
believes that he needs God's help in order to fulfill divine 

will. Human beings simply can not do it alone ; they are 

dependent upon God's will . The opening "may 1 t be your 

will" not only expresses the request that God help the 

worshipper lead a devout life but it articulates the 

worshipper's understanding of God ' s will. 

21. 

'l'J'D '1Ml9 .... 1' ~ T'IS"I ,... 
M 'n:ID'i ft9P .,..., ., ,_,, ., -cn:n ., ~ ., '1l'D a.. mmn era 

.ll""Q p ,,.. f"!l't ll"'D p 1"2 :mp 



May it be your will, Lord my God, and 
God of my fathers to save me from the 
arrogant and from arrogance, from the 
evil inclination , from an evil pledge , 
from an ev11 companion, from an evil 
accuser. from a difficult lawsuit, and 
from a difficult opponent, whether he is 
a son of the covenant or not a son of 
the covenant. 3~6 
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As in #20 above, this prayer begins with yehi ratzon 

milfanekha and is addressed by the individual to God. This 

morning•prayer, originating in Brachot 16b-17a , requests 

that it be God's will for God to save the individual from 

arrogance , evil and opposition . The worshipper desires 

protection not only from external evil but from internal 

evil as well . The evil inclination in any manifestation is 

undesirable. 

As in #20 above , this prayer also articulates the 

rabbis ' understanding of God's will. They express the 

belief that God desires goodness for them and thus desires 

that evil be d is tanced from them. The prayer does not 

directly concern the human being ' s free will to choose 

between evil and good, yet implicit here is that the 

individual possesses such tree will but needs God's help in 

conquering evil. Though human beings can exercise free 

will , they depend upon God tor ultimate salvation . This is 

the reason why arrogance is considered by the rabbis to be a 

particularly evil human trait . The arrogant individual 

believes he can live without God's guidance. 

S . R.A . , p . 3. 
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May it be your will . Lord our God. to 
destroy and humble and keep distant from 
me the evil inclination, to humble it 
and subdue 1 t and keep 1 t far from my 
-i' 8 limbs, and do not cause me to 
stumble from your good ways , but give in 
my heart to good inclination, and give a 
good companion, to keep your 
commandments and to serve you and to do 
your wiil with all my heart .3 7 
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This passage fr,em Brachot 16b-17a, like .. 20 and .-21 

above , begins with yehi ratzon milfanekha and request~ that 

it be God's wi l.l tor evil to be distanced from the 

worshipper . The prayer expresses the expectation t hat God 

destroy, humble and distance the evil inclination .from the 

individual. The evil inclination must be humbled and 

subdued. The prayer petitions God to help the worsh ipper 

follow his good inclination , t o have good companions and to 

keep God' s commandments . The worshipper beseeches God for 

help in doing Ood's will. !fuman beings can not achieve 

goodness without God. Noteworthy here is that the individual 

l!lspires to do God's will with all h..1s hea.rt . Once again. 

the importance of intent and of faithfulness in observing 

God's commandments is emphasized. The rabbis understood 

that God not only wills for them good , but that God is 

' pleased with the individual who conquers his evil 

37 S.R.A . , p.37. 
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incl ination in order t o serve God who 1eheartedly . The 

individual who obliterates evi l from his li fe is the one who 

fulfills God ' s will . 
• 

23 . U'rnlm nDICl ~ m') 'W7'I ~ ~., l'IZIW'I 'l21llD 'an9'1 irmrc:a \aP'm lm 
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And g i ve us, Lo rd our God, in love , 
sabbaths for rest and this new month, a 
day of favor to atone on our behalt . 38 

In several of the abov e prayers we hav e n oteft the 

r a bbinic understanding that the "yeast in the dough ,'' or the 
• 

evi l i nclination . prevents human beings from alignihg their 

will with God's will and thereby fulfilling God 's will . The 

obliterat ion of both internal and external sin has been a 

recurrent theme throughout these prayers . Seder Rav Amram 
. 

likewise contains numerous prayer~ concerning repentance and 

atonement for sins . In the above prayer , Rosh Hodesh is 

referred to as Yom Ratzon le• chaper ba • adeynu , "a day of 

favor to atone on our behal f ." 

Yom Rat;.pn could be trans l ated as "a day of will . 11 11 a .. 
day of pleasure ," "a d ay of favor" or "a day of 

acceptance . " With all four translations Rosh Hodesh is 

understood by the rabbis as a God-given opportunity f or 

repentance . God is not indifferent to this day , rather there 

i s reason to believe that God is personally involved with 

human beings on t h i s day . 

se S.R . A., p.90. 
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We have already noted above how the sabbath was 

understood by the rabbis as a sign of God's love and favor 

for Israel. Rosh Hodesh appears along with "sabbaths" here; 

God gave both sabbaths and the new month to Israel " in 

love ." Al~o significant here is that Yom Ratzon is a day of 

atonement . One possible inference from this description is 

that God takes pleasure in atonement . This not ion i s 

consi stent with the previously stated hypothesis that sin 

prevents the human tulf illment of God's will . When human 

beings repent and atone for their transgressions . they 

succeed in conquering their evil i nclination and aligning 

their wi ll with God's will . 

2 4 • Uft"ll9 1r l'O'"A -- ,,. "' ,...,. "" .. 
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May it be your will,,~ord our God, ~hat 
this blessing that you commanded us may 
be an atonement for us, and may there 
not be in it any obstacle or sin now and 
torever.39 

The priestly blessi ng had once been part of the Temple 

service but was later transformed into an integral pa.rt of 

the synagogue service . The above blessing is juxtaposed to 

the pri estly blessing, or the blessing ot the "raising of 

the hands . u'o The priests petition God to accept the ir 

blessing as atonement for th:eir transgressions . Like #23 

39 S.R.A . , p.36 . 

,0 David Hedegard , Seder R.Amram Gaon ( Sweden : 
Lindstedts Universi tets-Bokhandel , 19!51 . ) pp . 122-124. 
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above , this prayer expresses the notion that God i s pleased 

with atonement. Since s ·in was viewed a s a breach in the 

covenant with God , atonement was unders tood as the me ans t o 

repair the covenantal relationship . I mplicit here if: the 

notion that when Israel adheres to God's commandments they 

are fulfilling God's will . 

2 5 • U'ftll 'r.I 'W U'> n'>Om \MN1J 'r.I 'W U'> '1wawJ rw 71 ,..- ~ °"" 
.U"MDn .,, .,. m imrn 

May it be your will , God of our fathers. 
that you will have mercy upon us for a ll 
o f our i niquities and forgive us for all 
of ou r transgressions and atone for us 
for all ot our sins . 'l 

Th 1 s Yom Kippur prayer repeats a similar expectation 

tha t God will have mercy upon Israel for all of their sins 

and will thus forgive them and atone for them. While the 

prayer bes eeches God to exercise divine compassion, it also 

articulates an understanding of God's will : God is mercifu l 

and forgiving and God desires atonement. Hum.an beings please 

God and fulfill God's wi ll when they atone for their s ins. 

26. 
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41 S . R . A., p . 161. 



May it be your will that out prayer 
which we pray be acceptable and let it 
be considered before you ' as bullocks and 
sheep. as if we sacrificed them on the 
altar and pardon us.•2 
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In #17 above we discussed this prayer and its emphasis 
• 

upon the notion that God accept worshippers' offerings with 

the s~me criteria as God had once received sacrificial 

offerings. Here we note the connection between God accepting 

prayer and God pardoning worshippers. Sacrificial offerings 

served as a means for atonement. Prayer replaced these 

sacrifices as the primary vehicle towards atonement. 

Worshippers express the hope that prayer will excercise the 
~ 

same atoning effect as sacrifices had done. They approach 

God with submission and respect ; they request that God 

accept their prayers but they don't presume that God will 

automatically do so . They must have believed tftat God did 

not accept every prayer ; the rabbis understood that there 

were acceptable and unacceptable forms of offerings . God 

therefore would not pardon all individuals merely as a 

result of their prayers. Though human beings petition God 

tor acceptance and atonement' · they also recognize the impact 

of their own human will . God's will does not change, yet 

the interaction between God and human beings can be altered 

in accordance with the actions 01 human beings. The rabbis 

understood that they had to otter acceptable prayers to God 

in order to please God and to fulfill God's will. 

•2 S.R.A., p.37. 
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May the words of my mouth and the 
meditations of my heart be acceptable 
before you, O Lord, My rock ' and My 
redeemer. 43 
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Th e above prayer originates in Psalms 19 : 13-15 and 

concludes a section concerning sin : "Who can be aware of 

errors? Clear me of unperceived guilt , and from willful 

sins, keep your servant, let them not dominate me , then 

shall I be blameless , and clear of grave offense . May the 

words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be 

acceptable before you, O Lord, My rock and My redeeme z:.. " 

The passage was later recited as a private devotion of Mar 

the son of Rabina, who concluded his prayers with its 

recitation. As in 626 above, we note that there are 

acceptable and unacceptable forms of prayer to God . 

Worshippers approach God with awe and submission . They . 
request that their prayers be de'e'med acceptable by God . 

43 S.R.A., p.28. 



68 

The prayers included in this c hapter concern the 

rabbinic understanding of how hwnan beings please God , or 

fulfill God ' s wil l. The term ratzon is translated as 

"will," "pleasure" and "tavor . " Ratzon appears in various 

grammatic al and idiomatic torms. 

Funda'\Dental to the rabbinic understanding ot God's wil l 

is that it i s the task of human beings to align their wil l 

with the will of God. This notion is evident in Brachot 

l6b : "it is my will to do your will ... " We are n ot 

entirely clear as to what doing God's will entails from this 

passage, but we do l earn that "the yeast in the c.,ugh " 

prevents such alignment from occurring . The"yeast in the 

dough" symbolizes the evil inclination within human beings . 

It p~rticularly symbolizes human arrogance and the .'atSitude 
\ ............ 

that human beings need not depend. upon God tor their 

sustenance and salvation . 

This notion that the "yea$t in the dough, " or the ev il 

inclination, prevents the human fulfillment of God's will , 

is recurrent throughout the above prayers. The rabbis 

understood that in order to fulfill God's wil l, they had to 

obliterate the ev il inclination. According to David 

Abrahams , the "highest conception of the relation between 

[human beings] and God is given in the idea of self-

submissioQ ... tbe Israelite prays that the leaven of the evil 
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inclination may not stir up and sully [the human being's) 

heart so as to impede this submission."'' The "yeast in the 

dough" explains the rec:.urrent juxtaposition of sin and 
' 

atonement with the notion of fulfilling God ' s will. Emphasis 

upon the evil inclination explains why Rosh Hodesh ls 

referred ~ as Yem Ratzon le'chaper ba'adeynu. 

The rabbis understood human beings to possess a dual 

nature, that is, both a good and evil inclination . But they 

also understood that human beings need God in order to 

conquer the evil inclination and attain goodness. Human 

dependency upon God is a theme which permeates throvghout 

the above prayers . This emphasis upon dependency explains 

the recurrent opening formula "may it be God ' s will : " Human 

beings can not fulfill God's will alone ; rather, they must 

continually petition God for help. Dependency upon God is 

the anti thesis of 11 the yeast in the dough, 11 or human 

arrogance . Hwaan beings ne~d God Is help in order to 

overcoae the evil inclination. They depend upon God for 

their sustenance and salvation. Ultimate redemption will 

only occur with the aid of God's will. 

The above prayers repeatedly convey the notion that 

Torah is the vehicle towards fulfillment of God's will. The 

significance of Torah is expressed in Brachot 16b: "Lord of 

all worlds, may it be your will that your Torah be my faith 

'' Israel Abrahams, A Companion to the Authorized 
Daily Prayerbook, (Eyre and Spott:iswood Ltd., 1922), 
pp . 19-20. 
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and my o ccupation for every day and that I may not err in 

it . . . " There is also con~inual reference to human beings ' 

fu lfi llment of the comJaand.ments of God 's wi ll. Observance of 

Torah emerges not only as the way to harmonize one ' s wi 11 

with the "ill of God, but also as the vehicle towards 

pleasing God and attaining redemption. 

The significance of the Torah in fulfi l ling God's wil l 

for th e rabbis can not be underestimated. This is 

exemplified in the following from Rabbi Simai : "All created 

beings that were created from heaven. their soul and body 

are from heaven; and all creatures that were created from 

the earth, their soul and body arc from the earth ,' except 

man, whose soul is from heaven and his body from the earth . 

Therefore , it he observed the Torah and did the will of his 

Father in heaven, he i s like the beings (of heaven ) 

above .. Man accordingly holds a position between the higher 

beings (of heaven) and the lower creatures ( of earth) , but 

he is able wholly to exalt him.self and be among the higher 

beings , if he deserves the Torah and does the will of his 

Heavenly rather. Contrariwise, if he does not observe the 

Torah, he becomes like the lower creatures. 11 45 According to 
' 

the Tanna Rabbi Simeon ben Eleazar : "When Israel does tbe 

will of the Omnipresent , then [God's] name i s magnified in 
I 

the world ... and whenever they do not do (God's} wil l. 

45 Ephraim Urbach The Saqcs, (Cambridge : Harvard 
University Press , 1979), pp.220-21. 
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[God's) name is profaned in the world. '' He is cal led 11 the 

one that does the will of his Father in Heaven" who fulfills 

the Torah and studies it. 11 4 6 And according to another 

noteworthy rabbinic source, " ... Now heaven and earth. sun 

and moon, stars and planets , early and late do the will of 

[God) who ~reated them . So , too , do you early and late 

study words of Torah. and ever do the will of your creator. 

as it says : "Let us continue to know the Lord . 11 47 

Richard Sarason further notes that Torah is both the 

revealed wi 11 of God and the vehicle towards alignment of 

the human will with the will of God. Sarason maintains that ..., 
the observance of Torah "is perceived by the Jew as an act 

of bringing his own will, and the collective purpose of 

Jewish society , into compliance with the will of God , such 

that human actions and behavior will be in harmony with "the 

way things really are. 11 Such conformity to the divine will . 
must invariably l ead to this worldly welfare and ultimate 

salvation tor the individual , and messianic redemption ( and 

vindication) for the group . 11 48 Sarason identifies the Torah 

as "God's emissary , 11 and the .v~le through which God and -
Israe~ approaches each other.'9 

46 Ibid p.360. 

'1 cc. Montefiore and ff.Loewe, A Rabbinic Anthology , 
( NY : Schocken Books, 1974), p. 499 . 

48 

,9 

Ibid p.50. 

Ibid p.52 . 



72 

Sarason maintains that according to the rabbis , the way 

to fulfill God ' s will is to live a life of Torah: 

'' Perpetual service in one's daily life-joyful obedience to 

God's norms and attunement ~f one's own wilJ to that of the 

Creator of the universe-is perhaps the ultimate form of 

worship in Judaism. (Human beings are) to be ever mindful 

of God and \o behave accordingly." 50 "Di vine paradigms , 

as laid forth by the rabbis , regulate every human activity . 

But the ritualization of daily life is experienced 

subjectively as living in harmony with the cosmic order of 

things, and as grateful submission to the divine will. " 51 

There are also recurrent references in the above 

prayers to the notion that God takes pleasure in sabbath 

observance . Sabbath observance is a sign of a life of 

service and submission to God's will. This notion is 

evident in several prayers , for example : "and let our rest 

be a rest of love and free-will offering . .. a pert.ect rest in 

which you take pleasure ... , " and "we will rest on (the 

seventh day] in accordance with the commandments of your 

will . " Sabbath observance is , of course , an integral 

component of adherence to God's statutes. The sabbath is 

not on~y a sign of God's love for Israel, but is also a sign 

of Israel ' s faithfulness to God. 

~o 

The rabbis also believed that sincere intent i s 

Ibid p . 54. 

Ibid , p. 54 . 
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necessary in order to fulfill God's wil l , This no t i on is 

expressed with t he repeated appearance o f t h e phrase 

be'levav shalem, with a perfect heart , i n juxta position t o 

• fulf i l l ment of God ' s will . Similarly , the recurrence o f t he 

phrase "in love according t o the commandments o f your will" 

denotes the significance of proper intent in performance of 

God ' s will. There is repeated mention of the human heart as 

t he source for the ..fulfillment of God ' s will . One such 

example is the following from #9 above : 11 May He ope11 our 

hearts unto His Torah and place His awe within our hearts , 

that we may do His will and serve Him with a perfect 

heart . .. 11 Exodus Rabbah XXI : 3 expresses a similar n o tion : 

"Whoever performs the will of the All-present and directs 

his heart to (God) in prayer is heard. " 52 

The rabbis believed that in order to fulfill God ' s 

will , one must overcome all impediments which prev ent 

submission to divine command . Thus Abraham is upheld as an 

example of submission to God's will . Abraham overcame his 

" compassion" for Isaac in order to please God . The 

patriarchs earned merit as a result of adherence to God's 

wi ll . Righteous individuals are likewise upheld as 

exemplary human beings who please God with their 

faithfulness . These individuals conquer their inherent evil 

inclination which prevents the alignment of their will with 

the will of God. Angels are not subject to the e v il 

52 !lW! pp . 81-82. 
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inclination ; they thus fulfill God ' s will with awe and 

praise. 

The above prayers convey a personal relat i onship 

between Is~ael and God. Hu.man beings engage in an ongoing 

dialogue with God and address God as they would an exalted 

and powerful human being. There is an understanding that 

God listens to prayer and can be influenced by the words and 

actions of human beings. God's will itself does not change , 

but the transformation of the human will affects the manner 
~ 

in whic h God responds to human beings . 

The prayers portray the relationship between God and 

Israel with highly personal terms in their depic~ion of 

human beings as engaged in a submissive relationship to God . 

Human beings are frequently described as servants o r 

children of God. Worshippers approach God with humility and 

respect . 

According to Joseph Heinemann , the favorite opening 

formula of the private prayers of the rabbis, "May it be 

your will O Lord , my God and the God of my fathers , " 

emphaslzes the personal relat:ionship between God and Israel . 

Heineaann notes that Adonai is used uniformly, fo l lowed by 

the additional phrase "Elohei," "my God . " God is invariably 

addressed in the second person . He observes that all of 

these characteristics emphasize the " intimate , personal 
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relationship with God of which the worshipper is conscious . 11 53 

The worshipper is also conscious that he must petition 

God in a humble and respectful fashion. This opening is 

appropriate for it ls indirect and modest . According to 

Heinemann. " .. . the worshipper does not address God 

forcefully in language which could be considered too direct 

and presumptuous, as if it were telling God what to do . A 

prayer which uses the stylistic device. "May it be (your] 

wll l .. . " expresses an appropriate amount of reverence and 

restraint, for the worshipper only asks that it be God's 

will to grant his request, and not that God do his bidding. 

Behind this formula. then, is the feeling that (peo~e) 

should not approach God with [their] requests in too 

forceful a manner ."54 

53 Joseph Heinema?}n, "The Background of Jesus' Prayer 
in the Jewish Liturgical Tradition," in The Lord's Prayer 
and Jewish Liturgy, edited by Jakob Petuehowski and 
Michael Brocke, (New Seabury Press, NY, 1978) ,p. 83. 

54 Ibid pp.83-8•. 
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Seder Rav Aaraa: Covenantal 

May the words of my mouth and 
the meditations of my heart be 
acceptable to you , o Lord , my 
Rock and my Redeemer.55 

76 

I n the previous chapter we noted the rabbini c 

understanding of how human beings please God and thereby 

fu l fil l God ' s wil l. The rabbis understood that adherence to 

divi ne commandments. with complete faith and l ove . is the 

fu l fillment of God 's will. The prayers convey the notion 

that the evil inclination of human beings is what prevents 

them from aligning their will with the will of God. They 

mus t therefore repent for their sins in order to t ruly 

fulfill God's wil l. We also noted above that a . distinct ion 

was made between acceptable and unacceptable forms of 

prayer . One exampl e of unacceptable prayer i s one which is 

offered without sincerity. The rabbis believed t hat God 

takes personal note ct the o fferings of human be ings ; God's 

will J.t self does not chan.ge but the manner in which God 

accepts their prayers may be altered in accor dance with 

their behavior . Implicit in the above prayer i s the notion 

that God accepts thos e offe r i ng s which Go d deems 

satisfactor~. Also implied here is that there is a 

S . R.A ., p . 28 . 
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connection between what God accepts and what human beings 

offer . The prayer expresses the hope that God will find the 

individual's offerings satisfactory and will thus accept his 

prayers. We noted i n #29 above that this part i cular 

supplication originates in Psalms 19: 13-15 and concludes a 
• 

section concerning repentance. The psalm reads as follows : 

"Clear me of unperceived guilt, and from willtul sins , keep 

your servant, let them not dominate me, then shall I be 

blameless , and clear me of grave offenses. May the words of 

my mouth and the meditations of my heart, be accept~ble 

before you , O Lord, my rock and ay redeemer." 

111 . ....considerat ion of the psalm in its entirety , · we see 

that the worshipper requests that God find his repentance 

acceptable. The prayer refers to both " the words of my 

mouth" and the "meditations of my heart ." This is 

consistent with the rabbinic understanding that God takes 

note of the -actions of human beings as well as of their 

Kavanah, or sincerity . Here we note the relationship 

between God and human beings. The task of human beings is 

to offer acceptable prayers to God; God, in turn, accepts 

suitable offerings. Accepta~le offerings in this particular 

suppl icat1on are one$ which are presented in complete 

repentance. 

-



2. 
O"'C ,.., 21mm 11"> CM'*"> a. =• .,. ~ rm 'ft' ..,. 

• .lD'\m nmin ~ • .,,. ~ mo ~ 

May it be your will that our prayer 
which we pray be acceptable, and let it 
be reckoned before you as bullocks and 
sheep, as if we sacrificed them on the ' 
al,ar and pardon us.56 
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We noted in #1 above the notion that God distinguishes 

between acceptable and unacceptable offerings. Human beings 

attempt to offer satisfactory prayers with the expectation 

that God will accept them. In #l above, we also noted a 

connection between acceptable prayers and prayers which re 

offered in complete repentance. Like #l above, the premise 
.. 

of this supplication is that God accepts satisfactory 

offerings. When human beings ofter the proper prayers , God 

accepts them. This particular supplication expresses concern 

that God accept prayers with the same criteria .as God had 
....__ 

once accepted sacrifices. The prayer petitions God to accept 

the prayers being offered as atonement for sin. 

3. 

God in the heavens r receive our prayers 
with favor.57 

Like 61 and #2 above. this Rosh Bashanab supplication 

petitions God to accept prayers tbeing offered. It suggests 

56 S.R.A., p.37. 

61 S.R , A. , p.16'. 
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t ha t God does not receive all prayers wi thout distinction . 

God takes note of prayers and God can accept or re j ect them . 

This particular prayer beseeches God to exercise compassion 

a nd mercy upon Israel and t o accep t their repentance . 

I mp lic it !\ere i s the notion that when human beings offer 

s atisfactory prayers and repentance. God accepts them wi t h 

favor. 

4 . U""'*t ,.,. ""' ., '1M1n ,. 1'!l'llt lf'lDIPD 'r..v1 ~ arm ,,..,_ .,, ~ ftl9 ' 

""*' ,.,. "' nra ira ~ nna 'CMWl'n 

Hear our voice , Lord our God , 
and have mercy upon us and 
receive our prayer in mercy 
and in favor, for you are a 
God who listens to our prayers 
and our supplications forever . 
Blessed are you , who hears 
prayer . Se 

Once again this prayer suggests that when worsh i ppers 

offer prayers whi c h are deemed satisfactory by God , God 

a cc epts the111. The prayer -petitions God to accep t 

worshippers' supplications "1n mercy and in favor . " Ratzon 

is used here , together with rachamim, t o descr i be the 

manner in which God receives worshippers ' prayers . Implicit 

is the notion that when human beings offer appropriate 

prayer to God, God exerc1·ses compassion upon them and 

receives their prayer . 

In this text. the notion that God receives prayers " .i n 

mercy a nd in favor" 1s closely connected with the idea that 

God listens to prayer. Not only does the prayer begin with a 

58 S.R . A. , p.25 . 
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direct appeal to God to listen to praye:o . but the 

expectat ion that God receives prayer is immediately followed 

with the explanator y statement that God is " a God who 

listens t o our prayers and our supplicat ions ... " 

There is reason to believe that God rec~ives the 
• 

prayers of all who pray , not just Israel. This notion is 

evident in Targum Amos 90 , another significant source for 

the above prayer : 

59 

The assembly of Israel speaks before the Holy One, 
blessed be He : Sovereign of all the worlds! 
Merciful God , we beseech you , at all times when we 
pray unto you , receive our prayers. for you are 
the Lord our God . Have pity with u s in your 
mercy, and receive our petition in mercy and 
favor . May we not return empty . our Lord, froui 
before you, for you receive the prayer of all 
those that pray unto you. 11 59 

5. 

cm.m .,.,.. ..... '11'1"2 .,.,,.,, lnm ... iliowat ,.... "sm ~ '11 ~ 
"'12192 ,,.,., ~ ·• _,.. nTCD.,.. ~ wn 1S'D ~am ll"ltD 

.~ .... .,._ .. - 1"0 .G"llT"Q ~ 

Accept, Lord our God, your people Israel 
and their prayer , and restore the Temple 
Service to your House, and speedily 
receive in love and. favor their prayer , 
and may the service of your people 
Israel always be acceptable unto you , 
and let our eyes behold your retu rn in 
mercy to Zion . Blessed are you, Lord 
who restores your Presence unto Zion.66 

David Hedegard, Sed.er R.Amra.m Gaon. (Motala : 
Borgstom.s, 1951 ) p. 96. 

60 S.R.A . , p.26. 

8roderna 
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The prayer Avodah or "Service / Worship. " derives from 

the Temple in Jerusalem in connection with the sacrificial 

cult and was altered following the destruc tion of the 

Temple. A versi on of the Avodah was eventu_ally incorporated 

into the daily synagogue service . Here it retains references 

to the sacrificial cult. The phrases 11 restore the Temple 

service to• your House ," 11 l!t!_ our eyes" and "who restores " 
"'---

refer to the restoration of the Temple in Jerusalem and the 

reinstitution of the sacrificial cult . 61 

The term ratzon appears three times in the Avodah. 

First, in the imperative form, beseeching God to accept 

God ' s "people Israel and their prayer. " The rabbis beli ... IVed 

that God accepts Israel and Israel's prayers . The second 

ratzon, as in 14 above , serves to describe God's acceptance 

of Israel's prayers . Here ratzon is juxtaposed with ahavah . 

Wo rshippers beseech God to accept their prayers with love 

and with favor . In this case, worshippers request that God 

receive their supplications speedily . The third ratzon here 

refers to "the service of your people I srael ." Le ' ratzon is 

a category for those offerings which God deems acceptabl e 

and pleasing . 

All three citations of ratzon in the Avodah convey the 

notion that God distinguishes between acceptable a nd 

61 Isaac Elbogen , Hatefillah B'Yisrael (Tel Aviv: Oavir 
Publishers , 1972) , p.,3 . 
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unacceptable offerings . God takes personal note of Israel 1 s 

offerings ; when God does accept offerings, God can do so 

speedily , with love and with favor . The goal of worshipper s 

i s thus to present acceptable offerings before God. God, in 

turn , 1s expe c te d to receive those offering~ deemed 

satisfactory . 

6 . 

• 

I .,_ rnn ~"'""I nm,.,,..,.., ._ ·=- ._, 1llfl I ._ M 1'll"D1 IPM'D _, ,......., ...... ,.. 
Rece iv e with mercy and favor our 
supplications, have mercy upon us and 
forgive us . our King . 62 

The above supplication is recited on Mondays and 

Thursdays upon reading from the Torah. The prayer is part of 

a chapter designated as sel ichot. or forgiveness prayers .63 

Worsh i ppers petition God to receive their praye rs with 

"mercy and favor. 11 In 14 above . both mercy and favor were 

likewise used to describe the way in which Goq receives 

acceptable offerings. Here we also note the two not ions 

juxtaposed . One possible inference from this juxtapostion is 

that God ' s will is exercised with compassion . 

63 

1 . 

62 

...., 1...o-. ... /111"Q .. _ 

..... , .,. .. ....,. ,.. ,._..,_,,.. ..... Ml 
I - .,_ """ '"' ,. m ,,._ ftM ,... -.rWt ,_ ._ .,.,,. ,., ,. .,, 

S.R.A., p.57. 

Oa~id Bedegard Seder R. Am.ram Gaon (Motala : 
Borgstoas. 1951,) p. 172 . 

Broderna 



Receive in favor our petition, fulfill 
our prayer in mercy . Let our prayers 
come up to the residence of your name. 
May our supplications f 1nd grace and 
goodness and mercy and favor before you , 
and save us for your name's sake, for we 

- 64 have no other God .... 
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This prayer, as in #6 above , constitutes part o f the 

selichot prayers recited upon reading from the Torah or. 

Mondays and Thursdays. The term ratzon appears twice here . 

The first ratzon describes God's acceptance of Israel ' s 

petition. Ratzon is paralleled with rachamim. Ratzon and 

rachamim appear to be juxtaposed frequently in the prayers. 

This juxtaposition further substantiates the hypothesis. as 

previously stated in 16 above. that God 1 s will is connected 

with God's compassion . The second ratzon describes the way 

.in which God is expe cte d to receive worshippers ' 

supplications. Once again the term appears together with 

rachamim. Implicit in #6 above as well as here is the 

notion that when Israel presents supplications to God. God 

receives Israel with favor and compassion. 

e. 

Ou r Father , Our King, receive our 
prayers with mercy and with favor . 65 

Like #6 and #7 abov e . ratzon and rachamim are 

juxtaposed here in reference to God 's accepting Israel ' s 

S . R.A., p.58. 

66 S. R . A. , p . 139. 
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supplications . This part icular prayer is recited on Rosh 

Hashanah and beseeches God to accept worshippers' prayers 

"wi t h mercy and with favor ." 

Once again , we can state h ere that there is a 

connect ion b e tween God 1 s acceptance (or wi 11) and God's 
• 

compassion . In exchange for Israel o ffer i ng p rayers of 

repentance on Rosh Hashanah , God ( f orgives them and ) accepts 

them with mercy and with pleasure. 

9. 

Our God and God of our fathers, accept 
our rest, and sanctify us by your 
commandments. and grant our lot in your 
Torah , and satisfy us with your 
g oodness ... and gladden our hearts with 
your salvation , and pur i fy our hearts to 
serve you , and let us i nher i t , God, in 
love and in favor , your hoJ y Sabbath.66 

The t erm ratzon appears tw ice in the above sabbath 

prayer . The first ratzon is used in the imperative and 

requests that God accept Israel 's sabbath rest . It is 

possible to infe r here that God accepts Isr a el ' s rest 

because God is pleased with Isr~e l's observance. In exchange 

for Israel observing the sabbath, God takes note of this 

observance and accepts it . The second ratzon appears 

together with ahavah to describe the manner in which God is 

expected to grant the sabbath as an inheritance for Israe l . 

66 • 
S . R . A . I p . 63 . 
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God grants Is:-ael the sabbath with "love and in favor. " The 

sabbath is described as "God ' s holy sabbath. " The sabbath j s 

thus a sign of God's love and favor for Israel . One possible 

corollary to this i s that when Israel observes the sabbath , 

God , in turn . co ntinues t o grant Israel the- sabba'th as an 
• 

inheritance. The sabbath is thus a sign of God ' s love and 

favor for Israel, as we ll a::;; of Israel's faithfulness to 

God . 

10. 
1"'D .,.., ~ IDWf'Q ,.,..,, ~ m'llD ~ ,,,.,..,, V92a mT.t 

JD1fta """' 'It ITM 

Cause us to return , our Father , unto 
your Torah, draw us near, our King, unto 
your service , and bring us b a ck in 
per feet repentance unto your presence . 
Blessed are youL God , who takes pleasure 
in repentance.61 

Ratzon appears in this Shemoneh Esreh prayer as a verb 

and describes God ' s position in relation to the act of 

repentance. The term could be translated as either " takes 

pleasure, 11 11 favors, 11 "accepts " or "wills . 11 Al 1 four 

t ranslations convey the same basic notion ; God desires 

repentance. Al ternatively , we can say that repentance is an 

act wh ich , when performed by human beings, is in accordance 

with God's will. Here worshippers request that God help 

them to re turn to God's Torah, God's service and God ' s 

67 S.R.A. , p.24 . 
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presence. The means towards returning to God is repentance . 

As we saw in Chapter Two, the goal of human beings is 

to conquer their evil incHnat.ion in order to a lign the i r 

will with the will ot God. So here , the prayer expresses 

the dynamics of the covenant al relationship . The goal o f 

• human beings i s to maintain a close relat ionship wi th God , 

( which is t he fulfillment of God's wi ll . . ) When t hat 

closeness is ruptured as a result of transgression , ( the 

e vil 1ncl.1 nat ion,) human beings must repent in order to 

regain God ' s acceptance . As a result of the human effort to 

return. God delights and accepts their repentance. 

11. 

May it be your will , Lord our God, that 
this blessing that you commanded us may 
be an atonement for us, and may there. 
not be in it hindrance and sin now and 
forever . 68 

This prayer . recited by the priests upon bestowing the 

priestly blessing , expresses a similar notion as #10 above . 

Ratzon appears in the yehi ratzon milfanekha opening form . 

The pries t s petition God to accept their blessing as an 

atonement for sin. The prayer explicitly states t hat the 

blessing is commanded by God . The priests are to obey God ' s 

commandment by invoking the blessing . They petition God t o 

accept their blessing as atonement . The priests expect that 

68 S.R.A., p . 3& . 
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in return for offering the proper blessing . God will accept 

their atonement. 

12. 
~ .,, .,, u., mom irmrir .,, .,, u., "mDMP .-. ,, TWiD rm -ir 

V"NIDft .,, .,, µ., "ll:ln'1 

• 
May it be your will , Lord our God and 
God of our fathers , that you will have 
mercy upon us for all of our iniquities 
and you will forgive us for all of our 
transgressions and you will atone for us 
for all of our sins.69 

This Yom Kippur prayer also begins with the yehi ratzon 

milfanekha opening form. The supplication petitions Goa~ to 

exercise mercy upon Isra.el for all of their transgressions , 

to forgive them and to atone for all of their sins . The 

prayer articulates the expectation that God will accept 

Israel's repentance . Israel expect s that God will forgive 

and atone for their sins as a _result of their r epentance . 

The rabbis clearly believed in a compassionate and forgiving 

God. As in #11 above , the rabbis depict a God who desires 

and accepts repentance . 

13. 

.,.. ~ ,.. ~ '" .,.._ Tm "" 
,Tftl) ~ 1l"llD 'Imm .,.., ~ 'rrtPD "' ,,.,, Imm ~ 1lm 

69 S . R.A., p.161. 



May it be your will, Lord , our God and 
God of our fathers, merciful King, that 
you will return .. and have mercy upon us 
and for your Temple , in your great 
mercy, and you will speedily build and 
magnify your glory . 70 
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Ra tzon once again appears here in the pet it itm form 

"May it be your will ... " This prayer . recited on Passover . 

beseeches God to exercise compassion upon Israel and in 

divine mercy to rebuild the Templ e. It appears from the 

context of this prayer that the rabbis expect God to ta.lee 
.. 

note of Israel ' s observance and to respond to Israel ' s needs 

according t o their behavior. Israel expects God to rebui ld 

the Temple in .Jerusalem as reward for their righteous 

behavior . In this particular prayer , God ta.lees note o f 

Israel ' s Passover observance . The above passage is fo l lowed 

several phrases later with the following : "And on this Musaf 

Yem Chag Ramatzot, we will offer before you i n l ove 

according to the commandments of your will . " Israel 

promises to present offerings before God "in love accordi ng 

to the commandments" of God's will, after God rebuilds the 

Temple . 

70 

You will bring goodness to Zion in your 
favor and will build the walls of 

. 
S . R.A., p.126. 
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Jerusalem.7 1 

In this Rosh Hashanah supplication, we no~e that God is 

depicted as favoring Zion with goodness . God will rebuild 

the walls of Jerusalem as a result of God's will. This 

particular su~plication constitutes part of a unit of 

appeals t:o God t:o forgive worshippers ' s i ns and to redeem 

Israel . The task of Israel is to repent for their 

transgressions and to glorify God . The expectation is that 

as a result , God will bring goodness upon Israel and wil l 

ultimately restore the Temple in J erusalem . 

l fi • ~ ,,.... .., Yl'2 'n'f') ,,,,. .... .-at ,.,. .... 1m'M '11 Jll'I 
i:n92 ~ iuomm ·• ,.... mm .._.,.,, wa twa ,._, rarm 1mD 

.,,.n ......... 'II - 1T'Q .aarc 1"I'> 

Accept , Lord our God, your people Israel 
and their prayer , and restore the Temple 
service to your House , "all.d speedily 
receive in love and favor their prayers, 
and may the service of your people 
Israel always be acceptable unto you, 
and let our eyes behold your return to 
Zion i n mercy . Blessed are you , Lord, 
who restores your Presence to Zion . 72 

In #fi above , we discussed the usage of ratzon in the 

Avodah. We · noted that God distinguishes between acceptable 

and unacceptable offerings. God takes note of Israel 's 

offerings and when God does accept offerings , God can do so 

speedily , with love and with favor. 

71 

72 

S.R.A., p .lSS . 

S. R. A. , p . 26. 

Israel attempts to 
' 
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present satisfactory offerings before God. God , in turn, is 

expected to receive those of fer ings wh ich God deems 

acceptable . Li k e ~14 above, the re is also an apparent 

conne ction he re between God's acceptance of offerings and 

God's restoration of the Temple in Jerusalem. Implic it here 

• is the notion that when God is pleased with Israel, God will 

reward Israel with the restoration of the Temple . If this 

hypothesis is correct , then there i s a d irect re l ationship 

between Is rae l' s behavior and God's will . When Israel 

adheres to divine commandment s and diligently observes the 

temple ser vice, ( and t hereby c onquers any " evi l_ inclination" 

in order to f u lt .111 God's will ). God bestows divine will 

upon Israel. This i s consistent with the notion i nferred in 

#2 above that Israel is apologetic concern ing prayers 

offered to God. The prayer expresses concern that God wil l 

accept Israel ' s prayer wi th the same c riteria as God had 

o nce accepted sac rifi ces. The ultimate expression of 

acceptance and pleasure by God would the restoration ot the 

Temple and the re institution of the sacrificial cult. 

16 , 
..,. ... 1:t 
rn. =~ ,., ~ """' ~ .. ,.. ,,,,..,., ~ .,..., 1ZaPnt 

. .,,, .,.. ... ~ 



Thus be gracious unto us and 
keep us in life and gather us 
from the four corners of the 
world and gather our exiled to 
your holy courts to observe 
your statutes and to do your 
will with a . perfect heart , , 
seeing that we give thanks 
unto you . 73 

91 

As in several citations above , here we see ratzon 

described with the phrase be'levav shalem . The supplication 

petitions God to gather Israel from the "four c orners of the 

world" and to gather all of Israel ' s exiled to Jerusalem . 

Once in J erusalem , Israel will observe God's l aws and do 

God ' s will wi th a "perf.;ct heart . " Israel will then g i ve 

complete thanks to God. Here we note how God is understo~d 

to be pleased with Israel . God takes pleasure in Is·rael ' s 

-· complete and fai tbful observance of divine commandments as 

well as in lsrae,l ' s thanksgiving to God . In #15 above we 

noted the connection between Israel's offerings and God ' s 

restoration of the Temple i n J erusalem . Similarly , here , we 

note a connection between Israel ' s obser vance and God ' s 

ultimate redemption o f Israel . In 115 above we speculated 

that when Israel adheres to div ine service , God rewards 

Israel . The underlying premise of thi~ prayer is that when 

God redeems t he exiled of Israel, the people of Israel wi ll 

thank God with faithful adherence to God's laws . I n # 13 

above , we also stated that Israel must initiate God' s 

redemption by their observance of divine statutes . 

73 S.R . A . , p.3 •. 



We might summarize the above with the fol l owing 

hypothesis. Israel ful f i lls God ' s will through adherence t o 

divine commandme nts . God takes note of Israel 's obse rvar.ce 

and r ewards Israe 1 accordingly. The ultimate reward for 

I srae l is the i ngathering of the exiles . ie. messianic 

redempt io~ . Israe l promises to thank and p r aise God for this 

act of deliverance. At that time , Israel will completely and 

fait hfu lly fulfill God ' s will through adherence to divine 

service. 

17 . TT"On mn:n .,,,.., 'Tpr'I 1Dr ,,..,., ,..,. M• ~ mr 1"'l'Oa .,,.,_, ~ 

.,..,... ""2 .,., 1D' T""1 ~ 'm ll """ ""'" ,.,-. ~ ""'" U"nl:Ul 
JQ'D') 'Q ~ '11 U'Dr .mn ~ ~ nr.i'll ~ ~ IDWi ~,..., 
~ C1nt wm om ....,, ,.,. "D'D ....,,., 'Q ....., '"""°' 'Q "'"" 

.'.'1111 "'"' ... .,. ,. "' ~-...n 

Our God and God of our Father s. may the 
remembrance of ourselves and of our 
fathers and the re~~mbrance of 
J erusalem . your cit y , and the 
remembrance of the Messiah , the son of 
David, your servant , and the remembrance 
of your people . the house of Israel , 
arise and come , come to pass, be seen 
and accepted and heard, be remembered 
and be mentioned before you for 
deliverance , for good, for grace. for 
lovingkindness and fo r mercy on this ... 
day. Remember us, Lord our God , on i t 
for good and visit us on i t for blessing 
and sav e us on it unto 11fe.7' 

The above prayer i s recited on fest ival days t o 

conclude grace after meals . The prayer petitions God to take 

note and to accept Israel ' s observance . Ratzon specifical l y 

describes God's acceptance of Israel's remembrance. In 

S.R.A. , p . ,7 . 
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exchange for Israel's observance of divine commandments , 

Israe 1 requests God to remember them and to br .1ng goodness 

into their lives. God is also envisioned as redeeming 

Israe l. The result of God's acceptance is blessing 3nd 

salvation for Israel . 

18 . 
• 

U'D"l 7l"WX) 'OU'I') ~ :l'l'lt'n U""1 n"'2 Nl \l-o'> l1'D9'ft •a')ID J'll"'I '1r ... ,.., 
~ay it be the will of heaven to 
establish the House of our life. and to 
restor e His divine presence in it, 
speedily in our days , and say : Amen . 75 

This prayer is the first of four supplications 

beginning with the opening vehi ratzon milifne.1 hashamaim . 

These prayers were recited on behalf of the whole community 

of Israel upon folding the Torah, when the scroll was being 

prepared to be returned to the ark. 76 

This particular supplication requests that lt be God 's 

will for God to restore divine presence to Israel and 

reestablish the Temple in Jerusalem. The prayer articulates 

Israel's hope for redemption. In consideration of the fact 

that these prayers are offered immediately after reading 

from the Torah, it may be possible to inter a delibe:-ate 

connection between the reading and the prayer . One possible 
' 

75 S . R. A . , p . 59 • 

76 David Hedegard Seder R. Amram Gaon (Molata : Broderna 
Borgstrom.s, 1951) p. 183 . 

r 
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inference is that in the prayer Israe 1 expresses the hope 

that God will be pleased with the Torah read ing and will 

accept i t as an act of devotion to God . God will then 

re ward Israel with the restoration of the Temple and 

ultimate redemption . 

19. 

• 

,..-, :1nl r.1 .u'rm:l 1DWY1 '1Dia'I llnD9'2 U'nn• ~ 'n ,,~ '1l'i "IT' 

~,.,PJ'I :'l'ft'l ;my m=n cno 'I01D na ,iro'JID 1"IO'lll m= M"Dn \MTaWt nm-.,,. 
'TTU) .., ,-cs ,,.., .,. ')s '1m'fQ Wit lm'Cllr 'm • 'P1l"I ,,,., lal'llQ ~., 

"FIPO ~UV....,. l'la "'ID19 ~ ...,._ .nxat W 'U1 nDn ar21 .~ 

.1211:1D ~ ~ cm ~ 

May it be your will , Lord our God and 
God o f our fathers , to lead us up in joy 
to our land, and to plant us within our 
borders; and there will we prepare 
before you the offerings to which we are 
obliged; continual offerings according 
to their order, and additional offerings 
according to their rule . The additional 
offering of this day of rest we will 
prepare and offer up before you in love 
according to the comm.and o f your will , 
as you have writ t en for us in your Torah 
through the hand of Mosel$.._ your servant , • 
by the mouth of your glory~ .. 77 

The above sabbath prayer requests that it be God's will 

to lead Israel into the Land of Israel . Once there , Israel 

promises to present offerings to God . Israel also promises 

to prepare the "additional offering" of the sabbath for God 

"in love" , in accordance with the commandments of God's 

wi 11 . This prayer is similar to #16 above , where Israel 

promises to adhere to God's commandments and to do God's 

will " wi~h a perfect heart" upon the ingathering o f the 

77 S . R . A., p . 78 . 
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exiles. Here Israel promises to adhere to the Torah and to 

follow the commandments of Gcd ' ~ will . God, in turn . will be 

pleased and will l ead Israel back to the Land of Israe 1. 

The people will return to their land i n j oy . Once there . 

Israe l will present offerings to God as prescribed in t he 

Torah. 

2 CJ • pi~ cmm .,.,.,. 
.. -mo w,, ~ rm ~ 4'171' _., • :tna .;nQll 

You are majestic on high, who abides in 
m 1 gh t . you are peace and your name is 
peace. May it be your will to bestow 
good upon us . 78 

The above suppl ication expresses the expectation 

of worshippers that it be God ' s wil l to bestow good upon 

them. Rere we note that God is understood as a be ing who 

desi res good for Israel. Wo rshipper«> both petit ion · God to 

bring g oo d to them as wel l as articulate the bel ie f that 

God ' s wi ll is to bestow good upon them . 

The quest ion remains as to whether God bestows good 

upon Israe l irrespective of Israel's loyalty to God and to 

God's commandments. The premi~e of this analys is. up to 

this point , has been that God's will itself does not change , 

but the manner in which God responds to human beings changes 

in accordance with their behavior . For example , God ' s wil l 

is be l ieved by the rabbis to be merciful and forgiving , yet 

78 S . R . A. , p . 36 . 

r 
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God exercises divine mercy in accordance with the 

faithfulness of human beings . Though this particular prayer 
I 

omits reference to human action, in light of the others it 

seems likely that the rabbis believed that God would bring 

goodness for them only if they deserved it . On the other 

hand . we have to consider the overriding emph3sis upon sin, 

repentance and atonement in many of the prayers in Seder Rav 

Amram . Human beings may never really deserve God's goodness, 

but if they try their best , God accepts what they offer . ,, 

The rabbi s clearly believed that God takes personal note of 

their actions and can adjust divine m~cy accordingly . 

21. 

_..,, *'''°"'' ~ *',..... ,_ ._ • • ._ ._ w...a"" • ,.,,_.,w • ...,.m 

May it be the will of Heaven to preserve 
all the scholars of Israel , them, their 
children and their disciples in Israel , 
in every place of their habitation.79 

Like •18 above, this supplication constitutes one of 

four petit~ons to God recited upon preparing to return the 

Torah scroll to the ark on Mondays and Thursdays . This 

particular prayer requests that it be God's will, or the 

11 will of Heaven" to protect all the scholars of Israel, , 
their descendents and their students. The above prayer 

79 S .R.A., p. 59. 
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demonstrates the importance of Torah study for the rabbi$. 

As evident here. the rabbis believed that God takes special 

note of Torah scholars. These scholars· devote their whole 

lives to the occupation of Torah study and thereby, to the 

fulfillment of God 's will . God is particul arly pleased with 

Torah scholars and • is thus understood as gran ting them 

special protection . The underlying premise of this 

supplication is that those individuals of Israel who devote 

their whole lives to Torah (and to the fulfillment of God's 

will ), receive noteworthy and exceptional protection from 

God. 

2 2 · 1rm:aa "IT'm ~ ,, TJl'1D Tm """ 
im ~ ~r m>'> .aa.i ~ ~ .,,,,, IT'nn l'Otn m:i ~ ,..,,, 'TCtl'W 

May it be your wi 11, Lord our God and 
God of our fathers , that we may keep 
your statutes in this world, and be 
worthy to live and inherit the life of 
the world to come ... 80 

The above prayer expresses the hope that it be God's 

will for Israel to observe divine commandments in "this 

world" and that they "be worthy to live and inherit the life 

of the world to come." Impl icit here is the notion t hat God 
. 

desires Israel to adhere to God's laws in this ~orld . 

Likewise inferred here is that indiv~duals who do, in fact , 

adhere t o God's statutes , wi 11 be rewarded 1Tf:· the "world to 

come." Ruman beings can thus affect their fate with their 

BO S.R . A., p . 39. 
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acti o ns in "this world . " God takes note of individual~' 

actions . Human beings pet!tJ.on God for ~elp in keeping 

div ine laws , and thereby in fu l filling divine wil l. Human 

beings are not automatical ly worthy o f the "li fe o t the 

world to co m~. " They must earn their worth thr ough 

adherence to God ' s statutes. The rabbis evidently believed 

that God wills reward for those individuals who live their 

lives in accordance with divine law . Conversely. God does 

not will the same reward tor those individuals who fail to 

observe God 1 s commandments . 

23 . 

Vl"1"Ql m;, ~ '?m.i ~r,, en- mmll 'T'T''lml ,,...,. •n ~ ,,..,., 
11-:i nt7'1Di • umum TU., mi -:in '1ln • "Pm rmm u nwi u ~.,, 'lr'fl'Qml 
., .,'1Ml'IJ:I UZlftl1 u-r.r::a 1nim 11MP .,.., Cl'~ ~' ~., ~ tn."ID .,,, 

.~ iU'Q 'It IUIS l"2 .MWn ~ Mii 

Accept your commandments , Lord our God, 
and strengthen us by ypur commandments . 
and by the commandment of this great and 
holy seventh day . Through His ho liness 
and His rest , and we will rest on it in 
accoz:dance wi th the commandment ot your 
will, and let there be no trouble and 
grief in our rest . .. And le~ the kingdom 
ot the house of David speedily re~urn to 
its place, and rebuild Jerusalem, your 
holy city, speedily in our deys and 
comfort us with comfort for you are the 
God of comfort . Blessed are you , who 

...... -. 
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builds Jeru s3lem. 81 

In #9 above , we noted that ratzon inqicates God's 

acceptance of Israel ' s sabbath rest. We also stated that 

God takes pleasure in Israel's adherence to the sabbath . God 

rewards those• who observe the sabbath with the continued 

bestowment of its inheritance, in love and in favor. The 

sabbath is thus a sign of God's love for Israel as well as 

of Israel's faithfulness to God . 

The above prayer is also recited on the sabbath , as 

part of the grace after meals. Ratzon appears twice here . 

The first ratzon is in the imperative form and serves to 

request that God "accept" or "be pleased " with the 

commandments being observed. and in particular the 

"commandment of the seventh day. " The rabbis believed that 

God desires adherence to the commandments and to the sabbath 

commandments. .They depict God as taking pleasure and 

accepting Isreel •·s adherence to the commandments . The s econd 

ratzon refers to sabbath rest . which Israel will observe " i n 

accordance with the commandment of [God's] will. 11 'once 

again, we observe the notion that the commandments are an 

expression of God's will and that adherence t o the 

commandments is a demonstration of faithfulness to God . 

Implicit in the above prayer is the belief that as a 
I 

result of Israel ' s adherence to God's commandments , God wil l 

strengthen Israel with them. Also inferred here is that God 

81 S.R.A., p.,7. 
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wil l reward Israel for its fa ithfulness (as demonstrated by 

their adherenc; to God ' s commandments and in particular 

sabbath res t. ) God 's reward w i 11 be the redemption o f 

Israe l. i.e .• tQe resto rat ion of Je r usalem and the Kingdom 

of David. God will compensa te Israel with comfo rt . 

2 ' . ,,.,, ~,, 
i,,,-.m ,,..,.,, UNND.:a ia ITr"I ...., U'n'lll (.ninp ,,,,. D'C' man """'I" 'C '1"'""' roa iun lD'I ~ inrir> =" ,.., "P9 \D'2., 'Pl"'l"IO uP'ln ,,,, 
...., • ,. ~ ,,..,.. .,,, ~ 'lmr\ ,..,, Jnn:llr 1"ll"Ql IQnlQ U'l'T'M 'n 

~ ...,.. ~ nlr.t l"'TPD 

You favored th e seventh day and 
sanctified it you called it the most 
desirable o f days . Our God and God of 
our fathers , take pleasure in our rest 
and sanctify us with your commandments 
and give us our portion in your Torah 
and satisfy us with your goodness and 
make our hearts j oyful with your 
s alvation and pur i fy our hearts to serve 
you in truth and bestow upon us , Lord 
our God . in love and in favor-.., your holy 
sabbaths that we may re joice in you , all 
of Israel , the lovers ot your name . 
Blessed is God, the one who sanctifies 
the Sabba th and Israel and the New 
Month.82 

The term ratzon appears in three instances in t he above 

sabbath/ Rosh Hodesh prayer . The first citation of ratzon 

indicates that God favors the ~venth day . The second 

appearance of ratzon serves to request that God be pleased 

and accept Israel's rest. The prayer expresses the hope 

that God will, in fact , accept Israel ' s rest . It also 

states the underlying premise ot the prayer ; God is 

82 S. R. A. , p. 90 . 

' 
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understood as desiring Israel 1 s faithfulness as manifested 

in their adherence to the sabbath. The third citation of 

ratzon describes the manner in which God is expected to 

grant Israel the sabbath , with -1ove and with favour . 

Implicit in the above prayer , is the notion that God 

takes note of Israel's observance and God relates to Israel 

in accordance -With their loyalty . God 1 s described as 

rewarding Israel by continuing to s anctify them with divine 

commandme nts . God will grant Israel their "portion in the 

Torah" and wi 11 also endow Israel with goodness. God will 

insure Israel's happiness through divine salvation and will 

purify Israel ' s hearts . God will continue to grant Israel 

the sabbath and the festivals . As thanksgiving to God for , 

al l this goodness . Israel promises to glor ify God ' s name. 

25 . 
O"'ll'D 1Ql'llCI vims "' ~ "" • ,.,.., ""' ,,.,., ~ 

GO .,.., D11't 1:11"8 ,..,. 'W1t .G"21D lftlD' ~ 1Wal M'Nft a-"'lr ' 

And teach us the laws of your will. And 
g i ve us, our God, with love, upright 
statutes and laws of truth, laws and 
good coJDmandments. Th~s man will do them 
and live by them . 83 

Implicit in the above Passover supplication is the 

notion that God teaches Israel - the commandments of God ' s 

will in order that they ahdere to them and live their lives 

by them. God teaches the commandments to Israel. rsrael 

83 S.R.A., p . 129 . 
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observes the commandments . God , in turn. con tinues to teach 

them to Israel . These commandments are a sign of God ' s love 

f o r Israel as well as a demonstration o f Israe l's 

faithfulness ~o God . God grants ' these laws to i srael in 

love ; they are " upright " commandments . of ''truth" and o f 

goodness. 

26 

May it be the will of Heaven 
that good tidings be heard and 
received from the tour corners 
ot the world and say : Amen.84 

As in several of the supplications previously ci ted , 

this prayer constitutes one of four petitions recited on 

Mondays and Thursdays upon returning the Torah scroll to the 

ark . This particular supplication petitions God that it be 

God ' s will for "good tidings be neard and received from the 

four corners of the world . " As in lt18 above , in 

consideration of the fact that these pet) tlons are offered 

immediately after r~ing from the Torah , 1 t may be possible 

to hypothesize a deliberate connection between the reading 

and the prayer. One possible inference is that the prayer 

expresses the hope that God will be pleased with the Torah 

reading and will accept it as a demonstration of Israel ' s 

faithfulness to God. God will then reward Israel with "good 

tidings" to be procla.imed throughout the world . 

84 S.R.A., p.59. 



27. 
'l1"'U 'm ~ NI man l'l'l"r.' iDtm IQ1D 11'91 rw ,, ~ '11 Tl 1"1' 
m un-. 1m11 :m. l1Tll'I "" 1Wt1 ' rn m ~ nN9 rrnn m ~ ,.,... \r.,., 'T'ml ~ ,,ln' . iw n11 ~ ,., IM1D wi '""* "' cm m .nr 

·t'l'Dt m ,.... .,., -.a . .,,, °"' 
We thank you . Lord our God, for the 
desi"'-ble, good and ample land which you 
were pleased to give to our fathers. and 
for your covenant which you have marked 
in our flesh and for the Torah which you 
have given us, and for life, grace, 
mercy and goodness which you have lent 
us in every season. For all these 
things, Lord our God, we thank you and 
bless your name . 85 

! 03 

This pray er , recited as par t o f grace after meals. 

ind icates the notion that God was "pleased" to grant -the 

Land of Israel to Israel 's patriarchs. The Land of Israel 

is understood as a sign of God's love for Israel . The 

prayer is an expression of thanksgiving to God for granting 
. 

Israel the land as wel l as the Torah. Worshippers likewise 

express thanksgiving to God for "life . grace , merc y and 

goodness . " 

The premise o f this analysis has been the following : 

God grants Israel the Torah and· the land as a sign o f God's 

love tor Israel, but - God rewards and punishes Israel in 

accordance with their behavior. The land, the Tera.h and.-t:he 

" goodness" indicated in the above prayer , are all understood 

as expressions of God ' s pleasure and acceptance of Israel . 

85 S.R.A., p . ,5 . 
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Israel promises to thank God and to glorify God 1 s name. 

2 8 • :a'> u'1 """' U'n'Cll ':t"nn U'7l"1'a ,, 'T'2D'1D tm ..,,. .~ .,.,,, c'm °"' 'Im., 
mnr '""" '7'n = ~ """"' '7'n ~* '"Cm ~ ..., ~ nm ~111 ~ ,.., 
~ ram ,..,..,.. ""' ,., .,.,.,.. " ,.. ~ ,....... ,., mo-an .,, .., 
mun:. .on "'lr.l 1"2 U"l'IVWD "lllaft - Im .,., ~ 11:1""11'1 .,., ,ftl lftll:I~ 
~ ,.,.,, 11"2 m:n • ,,,,., ,... • 1""N'D '-'" 1"'I .. "'Ol"'ID aMVn :nnn> 
~ ~ JW'n' tl19P nnn ""° um '112' ..,., •<""'»> ~ lT'WI ~ 

·"ll'm 1tn1 ~ 

Lord of all the worlds, I ·have sinned 
before you. May i t be your will , Lord 
our God and God of our fathers. that you 
will give us a good heart and a good 
portion and 3 humble spirit and soul and 
a good friend and let your name not be 
profaned among us , and let us not be 
disgraced in the mouth of all the 
community , and make us not curse before 
all men , and may ou r end not be 
destruction and our hope not be despair, 
and cause us not to need the gifts of 
human beings , and let not our 
nourishment be dependent upon the gifts 
ot human beings, for their gift is small 
but their shame is great. And give us 
our portion i n your Torah with those who 
do your will. And build up your house 
and your c1 ty and your temple and your 
sanctuary , speedily in our d ays..._Speedily 
answer us and redeem all hord decrees 
and sa~e us in your great mercy your 
righteous savior and your people . 8° 

The above prayer was composed by Rabbi Yannai and 

con stitutes one segment of the "Tachanumim 11 o r 

"supplications." 87 These supplications generally begin with 

a co nfession of sin and express the "sinfulness and 

miserable state" of human beings. 88-

86 S . R . A., p.37. 

Thi s particular prayer 
"'!.. 

87 OaYid Hedegard Seder R. Amram (Molata : Broderna 
Borgstroms, 1951 ,) p.128 . 

88 Ibid p.127 . 

-
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beg ins with an admission of sin and then continues to 

petition God that it be God's will to grant worshippers a .. 
" good heart , '' a "good portion, 11 . a " humble spirit and soul " 

and a "good friend . " The prayer text continues to express 

the hope that God 1 s name not be profaned nor disgraced 

within the co!lmuni ty of Israel. The prayer discourages 

dependency upon other human beings for "nourishmen t '' and , 

conversely , implies that the only redeemable savior for 

human beings is God . The prayer then continues to state 

that those individuals who do God's will should receive 

Israel's portion in the Torah. Worshippers petition God to 

rebuild the Temple and redeem the people of Israel . 

The first ratzon expresses the hope that God desires 

good for Israe l. It also articulates an underlying belief 

of the rabbis, wh ich is that God's wi ll is to bestow 

goodness upon Israel. The second ratzon appeals to God t o 

give Israel's port.ion in the Torah to those who do God ' s 

will. This i s very important to understanding God's will in 

the covenantal relationship. It also supports our 

previously stated hypothesis; God takes note of Israel ' s 

faithfulness and rewards them accordingly. The restoration 

of the Temple must be initiated by human beings. The 

destruction of the Temple was bel i eved to be a punishment 

tor Israel's transgression. When Israel repents and returns 

to God and God's commandments, God will restore the Temple . 

The prayer petitions God to reward those who do God ' s will 
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with a portion ot the Torah . The rabbis evidentlv believed 

t hat God does. in fact. reward those who fulfill God's wil l. 

The reward is not only a portio~ of the Torah, but also the 

restoration of the Temple and messianic redempt ion. 

29. 
;n ~ •'JO'l:>nlJ ,.,;. ':'I 1'lll'1a 1'J'i .,,._ : ,,_ 'IM'l:ll ,T'ff, OJ:Uoi 

~ im1 TUC '*'""• ~ it l'WID 111" 'l'I' : ,,_ Mn ~ .ll'f'1r1 
o~ .c'1"1r'I :n ~ 'lNtn"TIJ ,..,.,. ':'I ,,JO., 'lit iTT'l:I : "m"m emir, 11'1" 

c:n~' '"""ni c:n"1JA1 'J:ic0n1 c:n~ •m'I •JC"J:ln ,, c:n'1V1 ·~ 
'I:> 'l"Tl1 1'rn ~Dtn'n icrr'n "" •unm ,-n:i ~ ,.._ 'l:lD •trnn 

.. mn "'"" ""IC .~ 

May it be your will . Lord my God , that 
you will cause me to enter this city in 
peace ; May it be your will , Lord my God, 
that you will cause me to depart from 
this city in peace. When he departed a 
ci ty in peace he says: I thank before 
you, Lord , my God , for causing me to 
leave this city in peace . And just as 
you caused me to depart in peace , enable 
me to enter my home in peace and may my 
support.be peace and my steps be peace, 
and deliver me from the hand of an enemy 
and ambusher on the way and grant me 
goodness and mercy in your eyes and in 
the eyes of all who see me. Blessed are 
you, O Lord, who hears prayer.89 

The above t wo supplications are recited by the 

individual upon entering and departing from a ci'ty. They 

each begin with the yehi ratzon formula opening , yet each is 

addressed from the perspective of the individual, ie . "Lord 

my God .. . cause me ... 11 The prayers petition God for 

protection ot the individual upon entering and leaving a 

city. The petitions convey the rabbinic expectation that God 

does , in fact, will peace and protection for i ndividuals . 

89 S.R.A., p . 183. 
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There are several ways of understanding this passage , 

however . One interpretation might suggest that God desires 

peace and protection for every individual. An alternative 

understanding would state that God protects those 

individuals who pray to God , who live their lives acco rding 

to God ' s statut.es and who essentially live ~heir l ives i n 

accordance with God ' s will . The quest ion remains as to 

whether God relates to each ind.ividual with the same "will" . 

regardless of their faithfulness. The premise of this 

analys.is has been that God ' s will itself never changes for 

the rabbis , yet what God specifically desires for 

individuals may vary .in accordance with their loyalty to 

God . 

30. 
~ iz,r '711 .D'iD11t CMn1t .mrp ~ ;i,.,nc :mo ~ im,, 
ino1"10 ,.,, ,,,., imr ;,; lM'l' ':t'nl -;, 'T'ft rm ~ 4-nJP tnrn T1'!Jn::i 
'°", i •ac 4i'1Dn ~w ' "IO 4.,,,., Tm :i10.,, .:rnonl) ., :'l"m :ru ;,;, 

The needs of Israel are great but their · 
knowledge is small. May it be your 
will, Lord. my God, to give to everyone 
enough to support himself and to every 
creature according . to his need. May 
every one do good in your eyes. Blessed 
are you, o Lord , who hears prayer . 90 

The above prayer is recited by an individual when 

walking in a place of danger and serves to replace the 

tefillah prayer in an emergency situation. As in #29 above, 

this supplication is recited from the perspective of the 

individual, le. "May it be your will , Lord , my God . .. " This 

90 S.R.A. I p.183 . 

• 
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particular petition requests that God enab le every 

i:idividual to be ::;elf-supporting and independent . The 

prayer also beseeches God that every individual " do good" in 

God's "eyes . " 

As in #29 above, there rema ins the que stion a::: ~o 

• 
whether God supports everyone wi th the same "will" e r 

whether some individuals re ceive more divine protection tr.ar. 

others One possibi lty is that God supports those with whom 

God !s pleased. This seems 1 ike l y in cons!derat ion ct the 

petition. "May everyone do good in your eyes . " This is also 

supported by the personal depiction of God in the abo·~e 

prayers . God is not oblivious to the faithfulness ot 

individuals; God takes note of them . Individuals 3re aware 

that God o bserves their demonstrations o f devotion as well 

as thei r transgressions ; thus the continual emphasis in 

prayer upon pleasing God and repenting for sins. Worshippers 

believed tha t Ood relates to them in accordance with their 

behavior . This seems to be the case in the above personal 

pray e r. Thus God is und e rstood ~s protecting those 

individuals who are most loyal to God's will . 

31. 
,...,., ~ nt per ~ ....,. "' ~ rm"' • : ,,. D'1 ,.,..,., cm.Jn 
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May it be your will, Lord my God, that 
this procedure w.111 be for me healing 
and will heal me. For yo u are a 
generous healer. 91 

!09 

Once aga.1 n we have a ;:>ersonal pet.it ion to God , Th!s 

prayer is recited upon blood-letting and =equests that God 

heal the indivi'3ual . God is depicted as desiring the 

recovery of sick i ndiv iduals. The question remains here as 

well : Does God hea l all individuals in the same fash!on ? 

Or does God heal only those who have demonstrated loyalty t o 

God ' s commandments? It seems probable that the rabbis 

understood God to respond to faithful i ndividuals in a 

different and more attentive fashion than non-believers. 

Once again , this hypothesis is supported by the personal 

depiction of God and by the continual emphasis in the above 

prayers upon pleasing God. The rabbis seemingly believed 

that God rewards those who are faithful to God with divine 

healing. 

91 S.R.A., p .195. 
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Suwry 

The prayers included in this chapter best demonstrate. 

with the term r a tzon, the dynamics o t the covenant.al 

re lationship. The covenantal relationship de-scribes the 

dynamics between God and Israel as wel l as their mutua l 

responsibilities . 

According t~ the prayers . Israel understands what their 

responsibilities are to God. It is clear to Israel what they 

are to do in order to please God and to fulfill God ' s will . 

Human beings are to align their will with the will of God. 

They must conquer the "ev.11 inclination" which prevents them 

from doing so , Israel is to adhere to God's statutes as 

instructed in the Torah. Amongst these statutes i s the 

commandment to observe the sabbath. Israe 1 1 s task is t o 

present offerings to God with s.incerity and with love . 

Israel is to repent for any transgression from divine 

commandments. 

The above prayers express the rabbis' expectation for 

how God rewards those who fulfill God's will . God hears and 

accepts worshippers 1 offerings. God bestows favor and 

goodness upon those who are faithful. Similarly, God 

continues to sanctify Israel with divine commandments :md 

the sabbath. When Israel upholds their side of the 

covenant, God accepts Israel's supplications with 

compassion. God rewards individuals with peace and 

protection. God also rewards Israel with the Land of Israel 
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and w1th "good tidings." In divine mercy , God rewards 

Israel with the ingathering of the exiles, the rebuilding of 

the Temple in Jerusalem , the reinstitution of the 

sacrificial cult and messianic redemption. 

As summarized in #16 a~ove , the dynamics of the 

covenantal relationship are as follows : Israel fulfills 

God 1 s will through adherence to d1vine commandments. God 

takes note of Israel 1 s observance and rewards Israel 

accordingly. The ultimate reward for Israel is the , 
ingathering ot the exiles, i.e . messianic redemption. 

Israel promises to thank and praise God for this act of 

deliverance. At that time, Israel will completely and 

faithfully fulfill God's will through adherence to 'divine 

service. 

The underlying premise of this analysis has been that 

God takes personal note of the actions of human beings and 

responds to them accordingly. God's will is neither 

capricious nor whimsical. Rather the manner ~n whicn God --
exercises divine will can change in accordance with Israel's 

faithfulness. For the rabbis, there is nothing arbitrary 

about God's will. 

According to the rabbis, there is a direct re\at1onship 
--

between what human action and God's will. Israeruiiderstands 

what their responsib111t1es are, and when they fulfill them, 

they expect that God will continue to bestow divine wi.11 

upon them. Heinemann writes : "According to the Talmudic 
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Sages , there is no conflict between the will of God and th~ 

will of man. for . ;f man does God ' s bidding . he has rea~on 

to believe that God will also do his bidding. Rabbinic 

J uda i sm puts primary emphasis on the role of man and the 

demand that he will "perform the will of his Father in 

heaven."92 

A . Cohen expresses the dynamics of the covenantal 

relationship as follows: the "kinship beween God and man , 
• 

wh ich results from his spiritual equipment, places upon him 

the responsibility of proving himself worthy of this 

heavenly gift . If honour has been conferred upon man by his 

having been created in the divine likeness, a corresponding 

obligation rests upon him of living his life so as to win 

t he approval of his maker. Faith is the principle upon 

which the whole relationship of man with God rests. 119 3 

God expects Israel to serve as "guardians of [God's] 

reputation in the wor l d. The rabbis believed that "i t was 

the paramount duty of the Jew to guar~ [God ' s per fee t 

holiness] from profanation by discredit.able conduct on 

( their ) part. They maintained that Jews brought credit upon 

92 Joseph Heinemann . "The Background of Jesus ' Prayer i n 
the Jewish Liturgical Tradition," in The Lord's Prayer 
and Jewish LiturSN, edited by Jalcob J . Petuchowski and 
Michael Brocke , ( NY : The Seabury Press. 1987 ), p.87 . 

93 A. Cohen Everyman ' s Talmud. pp . 78-79 . 



--

113 

God and sanctified God's name through their worthy actions.94 

The purpose of the world ' s creation , in fa c t , was the 

glorification of God ' s name through the med i um o f the Torah . 

As the recipient o f the Torah , Israe l h a s mo r e 

responsibility than other nations . 95 

According to Baruch Graubard . God elected Israel out o f 
• 

divine grace . "Yet somehow the sanctification of the divine 

name through the people is essential so that the dominion o f 

God should become manifest and recognized in our world ." 9 6 

Human beings bear the responsibility for God's dominion . 

Graubard writ-es that human beings become "the subject f o r 

the dominion of God in the world of material objects ." 9 7 

Israel's task is t o devo te herself to the cause of God iQ 

this world. " Life and death is understood as existence in 

the light of God, 11 98 " The sanctificat ion o f t h e div i ne 

name , man ' s " subjection to the dominion of God hasten the 

redemption of mankind and of the world." People are · free 

to enter into God's kingdom and to "accept the yoke of the 

ki ng dom of heave n . '1 People do so by fulfilling the 

94 

95 

96 

97 

98 

Ibid p. 23. 

Ibid p . 60 . 

Baruch Graubard, "The Kaddish Prayer , " in The Lord ' s 
Prayer and Jewish Li turqy , edited by Jakob Petucbowsk i 
and Michael Brocke , (The Seabury Press , NY , 1978), p . 68 . 

Ibid p . 66 . 

Ibid p . 66. 
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commandments and living under God's law.99 Graubard writes: 

Israel lives in this world which is a~ 
the same time good and evil, which God 
created according to [divine] will , and 
for which [God ) drew up a future plan 
for happiness in peace and justice. 
That is the vision of the prophets . 
This fu'ture is the concern of God and 
(human beings. ] The kingdom of God , 
free from enmity between [human beings] 
and between nations, free from 
suffering , from misfortune and perhaps 
from death, will ripen in the course of 
time through human act ion and divine 
grace.lOO 

God depends upon Israel to do God's will on earth . At 

the same time , if Israel fails to live up to her obligations 

to God, the covenantal bond abides. Graubard notes : "A . 

bond of holiness exists between God and Israel. We cannot 

make statements concerning God's holiness , however we can 

concerning that of the people who were given the law and the 

commandments . Even when the people w Israel falls ' away 

from its obligations through disobedience, they remain 

within the circle of holiness which is not broken."101 

Thus Israef 's responsibility is to uphold their side of 

the covenant . They do so by adhering to divine commandments 

and by glori~ying God's name . God, in turn, rewards Israel 

with ultimate r~demption . 

100 

101 

99 Ibid p .66 . 

lb.id p.66. 

Ibid p.67. 

.. ....... 
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Conclusion 

1 have attempted to extract an authentic rabbinic 

understanding of God ' s will in Seder Rav Amram . In o rder to 

analyze rstzon with obj e ctivi ty , I had to glean out my own 

modern biases .• wh ich have inevitably i nf lue nced my 

inferences . In conc l usion , I would like to int egr ate these 

tenata tive conclusions , based upon my researc h , with my own 

be liefs as a modern liberal Jew. 

Throughout the course of my analysis , I have 

continually posed the question: to wha t extent does the 

notion of God 's will have relevance for modern liberal Jews? 

. 
I believe that God's will can, in fa ct , persist a s a 

profoundly meaningful notion for Jews today. The traditional 

unders t andin g o f retzon El ohim , as expressed in Seder Ra v 

Amram, has induced me to evaluate the term's meaning in 

light o f modern beliefs . 

The notion that God has a will is an integral aspect of 

my own personal theology. To me, God's will means that God 

has a plan and intention for t he universe . Creation is not 

whimsical but according to a plan . Like the notion of ratzon 

in the t raditional praye rbook, for me God wills not only 

creation but t he continual proce ss of creation as well. God 

wills the r egu l ation of the organic world and the 

perpetuation of all its c reatures . 

In the traditional prayerbook , God's ratzon denotes 
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God's personal relationship with Israel. The notion of God '~ 

will is paralleled with God's loving and choos 'ing Israel. 

For me , God's wi ll denotes God's personal interest in every 

human being , irrespective of religion or race . God' s will 
• 

means that God takes a personal interest in people and 

desires good for them . God's wi 11 means that God loves 

every human being. 

The notion that God possesses a wil l suggests that God 

is neither indifferent to the universe nor to its creatures . 

Si milarly . God's existence is reduced to neither a 

scientific formula nor to a cerebral exercise ; God ' s wil ,l 

is not an idea devoid of personal interest and feeling . 

God's will is t hat aspect of God's nature which I can most 

directly and personally address. God's will is what makes 

God most accessible as a compass•ionate , recept i ve and •loving 

being . The notion that God possesses 4i will suggests that 

God is similar to a thinking and feeling human being who i s 

capable of relating to an "other ." 

The traditional prayerbook contains a passage from 

Berachot 16b , stating that it is ~he human will t o do God's 

will, but the "yeast in the dough" prevents it . Prom this 

we hypothesize that the task of human beings is to align 

their will with the will of God. Human beings must con<;Uer 

their evil inclination in order to achieve such alignment . 

Person~lly I find this concept of alignment quite 

meaningful. Modern social science has instructed us as t o 
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just how complex human nature can be . Most people would 

agree that human nature is composed of a great deal more 

than the rabbinic dichotomy of the good and evil 

inclination. Nevertheless, God's will can symbolize an 

ideal for righteous living. Human beings can struggle to 

obliterate the "evil" in their lives which prevents them 
'a 

from achieving such righteousness . Believing in a God who 

takes note of human action and who is pleased with goodness 

can provide profound incent ive for human beings to improve 

the quality of their interactions. 

Similarly, the belief in a God whose will is 

predictable is a timeless human need. Unlike the will of 

God, the will of human beings can be capricious and 

impu lsive . The not ion of a predictable order behind the 

universe can have a comforting and stabilizing effect ' upon 

Jews in the modern world . The traditional notion of aligning 

the human will with God's will can provide a paradigm for 

·human beings as to how to build a more stable environment, 

both in their personal and global world . 

There is continuous debate concerning whether or not 

there is absolute good and evil in our universe. Despite 

varying definitions of good and evil , human beings have a 

tremendous need to hope for the obl 1 tera t ion of hate , 

sadness and destruction. Faith in goodness and the struggle 

to achieve such~goodness can be expres~ive of an attempt to 

align one's will with the will of God . 
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Attempting to align one•s ind ividual will with the wil l 

of God can be meaningful for yet another reason . When · we 

engage in such a struggle, we inevitably consider the 

existence of another will besides the self. We extena our 

consciousness to a "will" beyond ourselves yet including 

ourselves. When we acknowledge a power t ha t extends beyond 

• 
the personal will of "I", we also build community strength 

and cohesiveness. At the same time , too, we acknowledge an 

ethical foundation which applies to all creation . 

The concept of the "yeast in the dough" emphasizes the 

importance of humility. Belief in a God who "wills ff can help 

us acknowledge that we human beings do not constitute our 

whole universe . I do not accept , however, the rabbinic 

notion of inherent human evil and human submission to God. 

I believe in the importance of humility before God, yet 

without the rabbis• acute attent i veness to human sjnfulness . 

The prayers in Seder Rav Amram c learly express that_ 

Torah is the vehicle towards fulfillment o f God's will. I 

believe that Torah is important as a foundation for living 

an ethical lite . Torah is also a guide by whi ch Jews can 

connect both to God and the Jewish people . Torah can elevate 

the commonplace in human existenc.e to a level of holiness 

and awareness of God's existence . Unlike the rabbis , 

however. I am not sure that I believe in a God who desires 
../ 

for human beings to adhere to 613 commandments each day of 

their lives. 
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I believe in a uod who desires that human beings live 

with an awareness o f their own mortal weaknesses . Th i s God 

wills for human beings to continuously question their 

behavior and to striv e for improvement. God wills for human 

beings to live with a continual awareness of the d ivine 
• 

presence . For me , a perpetual awareness of God's presenc e 

can be ac hieved in other ways besides o bservance of 

commandments. 

The God in whom I believe wi l ls for human beings t o 

a ttain both self-awareness and self-consc i ousness . Such a 

God desires that human beings struggle to conquer evil in 

their internal and external lives . This God wills for human 

beings a self-awareness, which would serve to prevent thei r 

aggressive instincts from triumphing over their loving 

instincts . Such a God desires that human beings never tend 

towards complacency ; rather God wills tor human beings 

continuously to exercise their free choice and free will. 

I also believe that the rabbinic emphasis upon kavanah , 

or intent, can be very meaningful for us today. The notion 

that God takes note of our intentions and desires complete 

sincerity is both comforting and encouraging . I believe 

that modern Jews are starving for a belief system which 

validates a faith founded upon "nonrational" ex,press ion . By 

"nonrational" I mean a faith which ' is based upon an 

emotional experience of God's reality , but at the same time 

not contrary to rationality. 
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I mentioned above my bel ie ! that God does n ot 
--~ 

discriminat e between people of different religions. That is 

to say . the God in whom I believe · favors all human be i ngs. 

This notion departs from the traditional Jewish belief that 

God favors the Jewish people as a chosen people . Bibical 

and rabbitiic Juda,.sm are founded upon the notion of the 

covenantal relationship between God and the Jewish people . 

Despite my differing beliefs, I maintain that the spirit of 

the Torah provides the foundation by which human beings can 

best lead ethical and religious lives . In this respect , I 

believe that God does discriminate and takes pleasure in ·.I 

those who adhere to the spirit of the Torah . 

Bibical and rabbinic Judaism are founded upon the 

premise that God rewards the righteous and punishes t he 

evil . This theological tenet is clearly expre ss~d 

throughout the prayers cited above. The rabbis maintrain 

that human suff.ering is a result of human transgression. 

God does not will evil for human beings ; rather human beings 

bring suffering into their lives due to their own evil will. 

I find this postulate impossible to maintain . I do not 

believe in a direct connection between human action and 

human fate . Yet the question of God's will in relation to 

evil remains . If God wills creation , does God also will a 

"flaw" in creation? Does "evil" in our universe and in our 

lives express that God no l onger loves us? I do not imagine 

a God whose will is omnipotent . I do, however ; believe in a 
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God whose will is compassionate and righteous . The God in 

whom I believe desires goodness for human beings . Por al 1 

these reasons , therefore , these are questions which for me. 

remain without answer. 

In conclusion, I believe that God wills tor human 

• 
beings to util ize t heir inte ll ectual and emot ional ene r gies 

to their fu llest potential . To be a think ing and fee 1 ing 

human being in the modern world means to be a questioning 

human being. Similarly, to be a modern J ew who believes in 

God, also means t o be a questioning Jew . The God in whom J 

believe w!lls for human beings to forever specu late and 

question the meaning of their existence and the quality of 
/It 

their universe . Perhaps that is the reason why no one 

amongst us knows the true essence of God ' s will . 
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