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בס"ד

"The Fire in the Forest"
A Chasidic Parable

 
It is told that in every generation there are times when hope threatens to leave this world.
 
At such times, the Baal Shem Tov would go into a secret place in the forest. There he would light a special fire and 
say a holy prayer speaking the long-forgotten most sacred name of God. The danger was averted and hope stayed 
alive.
 
In later times when disaster threatened, the Maggid of Mezritch, his disciple, would go to the same place in the 
forest and say, “Ribono Shel Olam, Master of the Universe, I do not know how to light the fire, but I can say the 
prayer.” And again the danger was averted and hope stayed alive.
 
Still later, his disciple, Moshe Leib of Sasov, would go to the same place in the forest and say, “Ribono Shel Olam, 
Master of the Universe, I do not know how to light the fire or say the prayer, but I found my way to this place in the 
forest, and that must be enough.” And it was. Hope stayed alive.
 
And later when Israel of Rizhyn needed intervention from heaven, he sat in his chair with his head in his hands and 
say, “Ribono Shel Olam, Master of the Universe, I no longer know how to light the fire, nor how to say the prayer, I 
can’t even find my way to that place in the forest, but I can tell the story and that must enough.” And it was.
 
And it still is. As long as stories are told, hope stays in the world.

Mishnah Berakhot 4:3 משנה ברכות ד׳:ג׳

In this evening of  learning we will be looking as some classical and modern sources related to the purpose, use, 
and power of  prayer in Judaism. Where and when does Jewish prayer originate? Why has it become so 

standardized? Is it meant more for God or for people? Is it, in fact, meant for God at all? Come prepared to 
look deeply and critically at the Jewish textual tradition, but also with your own thoughts and experiences. As 

we will see, Jewish prayer is designed to elicit spontaneity and joy, even as it mandates a level of  specificity 
entirely unusual among the world's major religious faiths. 
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(ג) רַבָּן גַּמְלִיאֵל אוֹמֵר, בְּכָל יוֹם מִתְפַּלֵּל 

אָדָם שְׁמנֹהֶ עֶשְׂרֵה. רַבִּי יהְוֹשֻׁעַ אוֹמֵר, מֵעֵין 
שְׁמנֹהֶ עֶשְׂרֵה. רַבִּי עֲקִיבָא אוֹמֵר, אִם שְׁגוּרָה 

תְפִלָּתוֹ בְּפִיו, יתְִפַּלֵּל שְׁמנֹהֶ עֶשְׂרֵה. וְאִם 
לָאו, מֵעֵין שְׁמנֹהֶ עֶשְׂרֵה: 

 
(3) Rabban Gamliel says: Every day a person 
must pray eighteen [blessings of the 
Amidah]. Rabbi Yehoshua says: [One may 
say] an abbreviated [form of the] eighteen 
[blessings]. Rabbi Akiva says: If his prayer 
is fluent in his mouth, he must say eighteen; 
and if it is not -- an abbreviated eighteen.

Mishnah Berakhot 4:5 משנה ברכות ד׳:ה׳

(ה) הָיהָ רוֹכֵב עַל הַחֲמוֹר, ירֵֵד. וְאִם אֵינוֹ 
יכָוֹל לֵירֵד, יחֲַזיִר אֶת פָּניָו, וְאִם אֵינוֹ יכָוֹל 

לְהַחֲזיִר אֶת פָּניָו, יכְַוֵּן אֶת לִבּוֹ כְּנגֶדֶ בֵּית 
קדֶֹשׁ הַקָּדָשִׁים: 

 
(5) If one was riding a donkey, he should 
dismount from it [while he prays]. And if he 
is unable to dismount, he should turn his 
face [towards Jerusalem]. And if he is 
unable to turn his face, he should focus his 
heart toward the Holy of Holies [in the 
Temple in Jerusalem].

Siddur Ashkenaz, Weekday, Shacharit,
Amidah, Response to Prayer 1

סידור אשכנז, ימי חול, תפילת שחרית,
עמידה, שומע תפילה א׳

 
(א) שְׁמַע קולֵנוּ. ה' אֱלקֵינוּ חוּס וְרַחֵם עָלֵינוּ. 

וְקַבֵּל בְּרַחֲמִים וּבְרָצון אֶת תְּפִלָּתֵנוּ. כִּי אֵל 
 Mֶשׁומֵעַ תְּפִלּות וְתַחֲנוּניִם אָתָּה. וּמִלְּפָני

מַלְכֵּנוּ. רֵיקָם אַל תְּשִׁיבֵנוּ: כִּי אַתָּה שׁומֵעַ 
תְּפִלַּת עַמMְּ ישִרָאֵל בְּרַחֲמִים. בָּרוOּ אַתָּה ה', 

שׁומֵעַ תְּפִלָּה:

 
Hear our voice, Lord our God, pity us and 
have mercy on us and receive in mercy and 
favor our prayer, for You are a God Who 
hears prayer and supplication. From Your 
Face, our King, do not turn us away empty 
handed, for You hear the prayers of Your 
people Israel in mercy. Blessed are You, O 
Lord, Who hears prayer.

I Samuel 1:10-16 שמואל א א׳:י׳-ט״ז
 

ה  ֹ֥ רַת נָ֑פֶשׁ וַתִּתְפַּלֵּ֥ל עַל־ה' וּבָכ יא מָ֣ (י) וְהִ֖
ר ה' צְבָא֜וֹת  דֶר וַתּאֹמַ֗ ר נֶ֜ ֹ֨ תִבְכֶּהֽ׃ (יא) וַתִּדּ

ניִ֙  M וּזכְַרְתַּ֙ ה ׀ בָּעֳנִ֣י אֲמָתֶ֗ ה תִרְאֶ֣ ֹ֥ אִם־רָא
ה לַאֲמָתMְ֖ זֶרַ֣ע  M וְנתַָתָּ֥ ח אֶת־אֲמָתֶ֔ וaְֽא־תִשְׁכַּ֣

ה  יו וּמוֹרָ֖ י חַיָּ֔ יו לַהֽ' כָּל־ימְֵ֣ ים וּנתְַתִּ֤ אֲנשִָׁ֑
ה  י הִרְבְּתָ֔ aא־יעֲַלֶ֥ה עַל־ראֹשֽׁוֹ׃ (יב) וְהָיהָ֙ כִּ֣

 
(10) In her wretchedness, she prayed to 
Adonai, weeping all the while. (11) And she 
made this vow: “Adonai tzevaot, if You will 
look upon the suffering of Your maidservant 
and will remember me and not forget Your 
maidservant, and if You will grant Your 
maidservant a male child, I will dedicate 
him to Adonai for all the days of his life; 
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ר אֶת־פִּיֽהָ׃ (יג)  י שׁמֵֹ֥ ל לִפְנֵ֣י ה' וְעֵלִ֖ לְהִתְפַּלֵּ֖
יהָ נּעָ֔וֹת  ק שְׂפָתֶ֣ הּ רַ֚ רֶת עַל־לִבָּ֔ יא מְדַבֶּ֣ ה הִ֚ וְחַנָּ֗
ה׃ (יד)  י לְשִׁכּרָֹֽ הָ עֵלִ֖ עַ וַיּחְַשְׁבֶ֥ וְקוֹלָ֖הּ a֣א ישִּּׁמֵ֑
ירִי  ין הָסִ֥ י תִּשְׁתַּכָּרִ֑ י עַד־מָתַ֖ אמֶר אֵלֶי֙הָ֙ עֵלִ֔ ֹ֤ וַיּ
אמֶר֙ a֣א  ֹ֙ עַן חַנָּ֤ה וַתּ אֶת־ייֵנOֵ֖ מֵעָלָיOִֽ׃ (טו) וַתַּ֨
ר a֣א  כִי וְיַי֥ןִ וְשֵׁכָ֖ ֹ֔ ה קְשַׁת־ר֙וּחַ֙ אָנ אדושם אִשָּּׁ

י לִפְנֵי֥ ה' (טז)  O אֶת־נפְַשִׁ֖ ֹ֥ יתִי וָאֶשְׁפּ שָׁתִ֑
ב  ֹ֥ י בַּת־בְּלִיָּ֑עַל כִּיֽ־מֵר תMְ֔ לִפְנֵ֖ אַל־תִּתֵּן֙ אֶת־אֲמָ֣

רְתִּי עַד־הֵֽנָּה׃ י דִּבַּ֥ י וְכַעְסִ֖ שִׂיחִ֛

and no razor shall ever touch his head.” (12) 
As she kept on praying before Adonai, Eli 
watched her mouth. (13) Now Hannah was 
praying in her heart; only her lips moved, 
but her voice could not be heard. So Eli 
thought she was drunk. (14) Eli said to her, 
“How long will you make a drunken 
spectacle of yourself? Sober up!” (15) And 
Hannah replied, “Oh no, my lord! I am a 
very unhappy woman. I have drunk no wine 
or other strong drink, but I have been 
pouring out my heart to Adonai. (16) Do not 
take your maidservant for a worthless 
woman; for out of my great anguish and 
distress have I been speaking all this 
time.”

I Samuel 2:1-10 שמואל א ב׳:א׳-י׳
 

מָה  ר עָלַ֤ץ לִבִּי֙ בַּהֽ' רָ֥ (א) וַתִּתְפַּלֵּ֤ל חַנּהָ֙ וַתּאֹמַ֔
חְתִּי  י שָׂמַ֖ י כִּ֥ חַב פִּי֙ עַל־א֣וֹיבְַ֔ י בַּהֽ' רָ֤ קַרְנִ֖

 M ין בִּלְתֶּ֑ י אֵ֣ בִּישׁוּעָתMֶֽ׃ (ב) אֵין־קָד֥וֹשׁ כַּה' כִּ֣
ינוּ׃ (ג) אַל־תַּרְבּ֤וּ תְדַבְּרוּ֙  ין צ֖וּר כֵּאaקֵֽ וְאֵ֥

ל דֵּעוֹת֙ ה'  י אֵ֤ ם כִּ֣ ק מִפִּיכֶ֑ ה יצֵֵ֥א עָתָ֖ ה גְבהָֹ֔ גְּבהָֹ֣
ים  שֶׁת גִּבּרִֹ֖ ולא [וְל֥וֹ] נתְִכְּנ֖וּ עֲלִלֽוֹת׃ (ד) קֶ֥

ים בַּלֶּחֶ֙ם֙  זרְוּ חָיֽלִ׃ (ה) שְׂבֵעִ֤ ים אָ֥ ים וְנכְִשָׁלִ֖ חַתִּ֑
ה  ה שִׁבְעָ֔ לּוּ עַד־עֲקָרָה֙ ילְָדָ֣ ים חָדֵ֑ רוּ וּרְעֵבִ֖ נשְִׂכָּ֔

ית וּמְחַיֶּ֑ה  ת בָּנִ֖ים אֻמְלָלָֽה׃ (ו) ה' מֵמִ֣ וְרַבַּ֥
יר  ישׁ וּמַעֲשִׁ֑ יד שְׁא֖וֹל וַיָּעַֽל׃ (ז) ה' מוֹרִ֣ מוֹרִ֥
ל  ר דָּ֗ ים מֵעָפָ֜ יל אַף־מְרוֹמֵםֽ׃ (ח) מֵקִ֨ מַשְׁפִּ֖
ים  ים אֶבְי֔וֹן לְהוֹשִׁיב֙ עִם־נדְִיבִ֔ מֵאַֽשְׁפּתֹ֙ ירִָ֣

רֶץ וַיָּשֶׁ֥ת  קֵי אֶ֔ י לַהֽ' מְצֻ֣ א כָב֖וֹד ינַחְִלֵ֑ם כִּ֤ וְכִסֵּ֥
י חסידו [חֲסִידָיו֙]  ם תֵּבֵלֽ׃ (ט) רַגלְֵ֤ עֲלֵיהֶ֖
חַ  ֹ֖ מּוּ כִּיֽ־a֥א בְכ שOֶׁ ידִָּ֑ ֹ֣ ים בַּח ר וּרְשָׁעִ֖ ֹ֔ ישְִׁמ

יו] עלו  תּוּ מריבו [מְרִיבָ֗ יגְִבַּר־אִיֽשׁ׃ (י) ה' יחֵַ֣
רֶץ  ין אַפְסֵי־אָ֑ ם ה' ידִָ֣ יםִ ירְַעֵ֔ [עָלָיו֙] בַּשּּׁמַ֣

רֶן מְשִׁיחֽוֹ׃ (פ) ם קֶ֥ ז לְמַלְכּ֔וֹ וְירֵָ֖ ֹ֣ וְיתִֶּן־ע

(1) And Hannah prayed: My heart exults in 
Adonai; I have triumphed through Adonai. I 
gloat over my enemies; I rejoice in Your 
deliverance. (2) There is no holy one like 
Adonai, truly, there is none beside You; 
there is no rock like our God. (3) Talk no 
more with lofty pride, Let no arrogance 
cross your lips! For Adonai is an all-
knowing God; by Him actions are measured.
(4) The bows of the mighty are broken, And 
the faltering are girded with strength. (5) 
Men once sated must hire out for bread; men 
once hungry hunger no more. While the 
barren woman bears seven, the mother of 
many is forlorn. (6) Adonai deals death and 
gives life, casts down into Sheol and raises 
up. (7) Adonai makes poor and makes rich; 
He casts down, He also lifts high. (8) He 
raises the poor from the dust, lifts up the 
needy from the dunghill, setting them with 
nobles, granting them seats of honor. For the 
pillars of the earth are Adonai's; He has set 
the world upon them. (9) He guards the steps 
of His faithful, but the wicked perish in 
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darkness—For not by strength shall man 
prevail. (10) The foes of Adonai shall be 
shattered; He will thunder against them in 
the heavens. Adonai will judge the ends of 
the earth. He will give power to His king, 
And triumph to His anointed one.

Avodah Zarah 7b עבודה זרה ז׳ ב
 

אמר ליה רב אחא בר מניומי לאביי גברא 
רבה אתא מאתרין כל מילתא דאמר אמרי 
ליה נשתקע הדבר ולא נאמר אמר איכא 

חדא דעבדינן כוותיה דתניא נחום המדי 
אומר שואל אדם צרכיו בשומע תפלה

 
Rav Aḥa bar Minyumi said to Abaye: A 
great man came from our place, i.e., from 
Media, and in response to every matter that 
he said, the Sages said to him that it would 
be best if this matter were lost and not 
stated. Abaye said: There is one instance in 
which we act in accordance with his 
opinion, as it is taught in a baraita that 
Naḥum the Mede says: During the Amida 
prayer a person may request his personal 
needs that are not included in the standard 
formulation of the Amida prayer, in the 
blessing that ends: Who listens to prayer.

Avodah Zarah 7b עבודה זרה ז׳ ב
 

אמר בר מינה דההיא דתליא באשלי רברבי
 
Rav Aḥa bar Minyumi said to Abaye: Apart 
from this, as it is dependent on the dispute 
between great trees.

Avodah Zarah 7b עבודה זרה ז׳ ב
 

דתניא ר' אליעזר אומר שואל אדם צרכיו 
ואחר כך יתפלל שנאמר (תהלים קב, א) 

תפלה לעני כי יעטוף ולפני ה' ישפוך שיחו 
וגו' אין שיחה אלא תפלה שנאמר (בראשית 

כד, סג) ויצא יצחק לשוח בשדה

 
Rav Aḥa bar Minyumi elaborates: As it is 
taught in a baraita that Rabbi Eliezer says: 
A person should request his own needs 
first and afterward recite the Amida 
prayer, as it is stated: “A prayer of the 
afflicted, when he is faint and pours out 
siḥo before the Lord. O Lord, hear my 
prayer” (Psalms 102:1–2). And siḥa means 
nothing other than prayer, as it is stated: 
“And Isaac went out to meditate [lasuaḥ] 
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in the field” (Genesis 24:63).

Avodah Zarah 7b עבודה זרה ז׳ ב
 

ר' יהושע אומר יתפלל ואח"כ ישאל צרכיו 
שנאמר (תהלים קמב, ג) אשפוך לפניו 

שיחי צרתי לפניו אגיד

 
Rabbi Yehoshua says: One should pray 
first and afterward request his own needs, 
as it is stated: “I pour out siḥi before Him, 
I declare before Him my trouble” (Psalms 
142:3), which teaches that first one pours 
forth his siḥa, and only afterward speaks of 
his own troubles.

Avodah Zarah 7b עבודה זרה ז׳ ב
 

כדדריש ר' שמלאי [דדריש ר' שמלאי] 
לעולם יסדר אדם שבחו של מקום ואח"כ 

יתפלל מנלן ממשה רבינו דכתיב (דברים ג, 
כד) ה' אלקים אתה החלות להראות את 

עבדך וגו' וכתיב בתריה אעברה נא ואראה 
את הארץ הטובה

 
They disagree with regard to that which 
Rabbi Simlai taught. As Rabbi Simlai 
taught: A person should always set forth 
praise of God and only then pray for his 
own needs. From where do we derive this? 
We derive it from Moses our teacher, as it 
is written: “O Lord God, You have begun 
to show Your servant Your greatness, and 
Your strong hand; for what god is there in 
heaven or on earth, that can do according to 
Your works, and according to Your mighty 
acts?” (Deuteronomy 3:24). Here Moses 
praises God, and it is written afterward, in 
the following verse, that then Moses 
requested from God: “Let me go over, I 
pray You, and see the good land” 
(Deuteronomy 3:25).

Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 119:1 אורח חיים קי״ט:א׳
 

(א) דין הרוצה להוסיף בברכות ובו ד 
סעיפים:

 
אם רצה להוסיף בכל ברכ' מהאמצעיות 
מעין הברכה מוסיף כיצד היה לו חולה 

 
(1) A person who wishes to add blessings
in four sections.
 
If he wants to add in each of the middle 
berachot, something like that berakhah, he 
may add. How so? If there was a sick person 
he was asking for mercy over, [he does so] 
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https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh,_Orach_Chayim.119.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh,_Orach_Chayim.119.1
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מבקש עליו רחמים בברכת רפאינו
 

היה צריך פרנסה מבקש עלי' בברכת 
השנים ובשומע תפל' יכול לשאול כל צרכיו 

שהיא כוללת כל הבקשו':
 

הגה וכשהוא מוסיף יתחיל בברכה ואח"כ מוסיף 
אבל לא יוסיף ואח"כ יתחיל הברכה (טור סימן 

תקס"ז)
 

  ולהר"ר יונה כשמוסיף בברכה מעין אותה 
ברכה אם מוסיף אותה בשביל כל ישראל 
אומר אותה בלשון רבים ולא בלשון יחיד 
ולא יוסיף אלא בסוף הברכ' ולא באמצע

 
ואם שואל צרכיו ממש כגון שיש לו חולה 

בתוך ביתו או שהוא צריך לפרנסה יכול 
לשאול אפילו באמצע הברכה והוא שישאל 

בלשון יחיד ולא בלשון רבים
 

ובברכת שומע תפלה וכן בסוף התפלה בין 
קודם יהיו לרצון בין אחריו יכול לשאול 

בין בלשון יחיד בין בלשון רבים בין צרכיו 
ממש בין צרכי רבים:

in the blessing "heal us." 
 
If he needs a living, he would ask in the 
blessing over the years. And in [the 
blessing] "who hears prayer" he can ask for 
any of his needs, which includes all 
requests. 
 
Hagah [reflect]: And when he adds, he 
should first recite the blessing and then add, 
but he should not add and then begin the 
blessing (Tur 567). 
 
And according to Rabbenu Yona, when he 
adds to the blessing something like the 
blessing, if he is adding something on behalf 
of all of Israel, he would say it in plural 
language and not singular language, and he 
should add at the end of the blessing and not 
the middle. 
 
And if he is asking for his own needs, such 
as there is a sick person in his home or he 
needs to earn a living, he may ask even in 
the middle of a blessing, as long as he does 
so in the singular and not the plural. 
 
And during the blessing, "who hears prayer" 
and also at the end of prayer he may ask in 
either plural or singular, whether this is for 
his own needs or those of the many. 

Siddur Ashkenaz, Weekday, Shacharit,
Concluding Prayers, Alenu 1

סידור אשכנז, ימי חול, תפילת שחרית,
סיום תפילה, עלינו א׳

(א) עָלֵינוּ לְשַׁבֵּחַ לַאֲדון הַכּל. לָתֵת גְּדֻלָּה 
לְיוצֵר בְּרֵאשִׁית. שֶׁלּא עָשנוּ כְּגוייֵ הָאֲרָצות. 

וְלא שמָנוּ כְּמִשְׁפְּחות הָאֲדָמָה. 

שֶׁלּא שם חֶלְקֵנוּ כָּהֶם וְגורָלֵנוּ כְּכָל הֲמונםָ: 

 
(1) We rise to our duty to praise the master 
of all, to ascribe greatness to the author of 
creation, who has not made us like the 
nations of the lands nor placed us like the 
families of the earth. 
 
Who has not made our portion like theirs, 
nor our destiny like all their multitudes. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Siddur_Ashkenaz,_Weekday,_Shacharit,_Concluding_Prayers,_Alenu.1
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שֶׁהֵם מִשְׁתַּחֲוִים לְהֶבֶל וְרִיק וּמִתְפַּלְלִים אֶל 
אֵל לא יושִׁיעַ:

 וַאֲנחְַנוּ כּורְעִים וּמִשְׁתַּחֲוִים וּמודִים לִפְניֵ 
מֶלOֶ מַלְכֵי הַמְּלָכִים הַקָּדושׁ בָּרוOּ הוּא: 

שֶׁהוּא נוטֶה שָׁמַיםִ וְיוסֵד אָרֶץ. וּמושַׁב יקְָרו 
בַּשּׁׁמַיםִ מִמַּעַל. וּשְׁכִינתַ עֻזּו בְּגָבְהֵי מְרומִים:

 הוּא אֱלקֵינוּ אֵין עוד.

 אֱמֶת מַלְכֵּנוּ. אֶפֶס זוּלָתו. כַּכָּתוּב בְּתורָתו. 
וְידַָעְתָּ הַיּום וַהֲשֵׁבתָ אֶל לְבָבMֶ. כִּי ה' הוּא 
הָאֱלקִים בַּשּׁׁמַיםִ מִמַּעַל וְעַל הָאָרֶץ מִתָּחַת.

אֵין עוד: 

 
For they worship vanity and emptiness and
prayer to a god who cannot save. 
 
And we bow in worship and thank the
Supreme King of Kings, the Holy One,
blessed be He.
 
Who extends the heavens and establishes the
earth, whose throne of glory is in the
heavens above, and whose power's presence
is in the highest of heights. 
 
He is our God, there is no other.
 
Truly he is our king, there is no other. As it
is written in His Torah [Deut. 4]: 'You shall
know and take to heart this day, that YHWH
is God in heaven above and on earth below. 
 
There is no other.

Abraham Joshua Heschel
"Prayer" in Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity: Essays
 
We dwell on the edge of mystery and ignore it.
 
We cannot make Him visible to us, but we can make ourselves visible to Him...The
purpose of prayer is to be brought to His attention, to be listened to, to be understood
by Him; not to know Him, but to be known to Him.
 
To pray is to take notice of the wonder, to regain the sense of the mystery that animates
all beings, the divine margin in all attainments. Prayer is our humble answer to the
inconceivable surprise of living. It is all we can offer in return for the mystery by which
we live. Who is worthy to be present at the constant unfolding of time? Amid the
meditations of mountains, the humility of flowers--wiser than all alphabets--clouds that
die constantly for the sake of beauty, we are hating, hunting, hurting. Suddenly we feel
ashamed of our clashes and complaints in the face of the tacit greatness in nature. It is
so embarrassing to live! How strange we are in the world, and how presumptuous our
doing! Only one response can maintain us: gratefulness for witnessing the wonder, for
the gift of our unearned right to serve, to adore, and to fulfill. It is gratefulness which
makes the soul great.
 
 


