The Power of Prayer

WITH the approach of the Solemn Days our thoughts, wherever we may be, turn naturally, more than at any other time, to prayer; its significance and its relevance in  our day. 

INTIMATE KINSHIP
Its significance is beyond question, look at it as we will.  Of the three pillars upon which rest the hopes and anxieties of suppliant Israel as they stand before the throne of G-d, prayer holds a place in the centre. Our confidence in the confirmation of favourable decrees - "how many shall be created, who shall live, who shall have tranquillity, who shall be uplifted" - rests thereon. So does our assurance of a reversal of adverse decrees - "How many shall pass away, who has reached his end, who will die by fire and who by water" whatever the fate in store, it can be influenced by prayer.  
No nation in history, no religious body and certainly no individual, can boast such an unbroken and such an intimate kinship with prayer in all its -ramifications as we can with our record of eternal suffering, trials and tribulations.  None has had more need or more frequent occasion to pray and none has been vouchsafed more convincing proof of the efficacy of prayer.  
We have turned to the Almighty in prayer and supplication in every crisis in our chequered history, from earliest times to the present day. And who shall say whether, but for our spiritual link with Heaven, we could have survived even a modicum of all the vicissitudes through which we have passed during our long and turbulent existence?  
The belief in the efficacy of prayer has much to support it and is firmly ingrained in our emotional and mental makeup.  This is sufficient justification for offering them on all appropriate occasions, not only when imploring for  favours but also when expressing  gratitude or giving vent to our feelings in terms of adoration  and praise.  

EFFICACY OF PRAYER
Interesting it is to recall that the earliest prayer in the Biblical record was uttered by  the fratricidal Cain and seems  to have been dictated more by  force of sheer terror than by a  sense of contrition: "Thou  hast driven me out this day  from the face of the earth; and  from Thy presence I shall be  hidden; and I shall be a fugitive  and a wanderer in the  earth; and it will come to pass  that whosoever finds me will  kill me." He is, in fact, asking G-d to save him from such a dread fate . What is more interesting is the sequel. G-d actually answers his prayer:  "Whosoever slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold."  
A similar type of prayer, inspired by fear, though not connected with sin, is uttered by our forefather Jacob when about to be confronted by his brother Esau: "Deliver me, I pray, from the hand of my  brother." This, too, was promptly answered. The story of the Exodus provides a further example of prayer inspired by fear: "The Children of Israel lifted up their eyes and behold the Egyptians were marching after them; and they were sore afraid; and the Children of Israel cried unto the Lord." Here, too, deliverance was not far off.  
Prayers were offered on other occasions, too. For example, unfortunate parents deprived of the precious gift of children, approached the Almighty in prayer. This was done by Abraham, Isaac, Rachel and Hannah. All these prayers were granted.  
Prayers are on record from recovery from sickness, pest or plague. Thus we see Abraham praying for Abimelech and his household; Moses prayed effectively for Miriam and for Pharaoh.  
Oppression brought forth supplication for deliverance.  This occurred frequently in the days of the Judges. Hezekiah prayed fervently for deliverance from Sennacherib.  
Prayers were offered for retribution upon an enemy; as, for example, in the case of Samson at the Philistine festivities. 
A person setting out on a   mission would pray for its successful outcome; as did Eliezer the servant of Abraham:  "Send me good speed, I pray." Jacob prays: "May the Almighty give you mercy – before the man." Moses prayed for the privilege of seeing the Promised Land.  Solomon prayed on the successful completion of the Temple building. A prayer of  thanksgiving  was pioneered by such Biblical  personalities as Hannah:  "My heart exulteth in the  Lord, my horn is exalted in  the Lord.".
A prayer was offered for the performance of a miracle.  Samuel says: "Is it not wheat harvest today? I will call upon the Lord, that He may send thunder and rain." Solomon in his prayer at the Temple, reveals that one can pray for justice, for victory, for restoration to one's homeland, for rain, for salvation from famine, plague and sickness.  He goes further and reveals that prayers may also be effectively offered b non-Jews. 
By power of prayer Elijah and Elisha restore life to lifeless children. Ninevah was saved from destruction by the  same potent means. The efficacy of prayer in its sublimest  form is expressed in the  Psalms : "He shall call upon  Me and I shall answer him,"  the Lord assures the Psalmist.  "When they have cried unto the Lord in their trouble, He will save them," the suppliant is promised in another Psalm.  This implicit and even passionate belief in the efficacy of prayer is amply expressed in Rabbinic literature, both in Talmud and in Midrash, finding numerous outlets in the liturgy and in the Musar writings of more recent times. It is, and always has been, one of our finest weapons of defence.  But to be of any use it must be spontaneous and must flow from the fullness of the heart. It must be motivated by personal experience, prompted by genuine suffering, passionate yearning or deep but unselfish and legitimate desire. Indeed, as one modern writer puts it, all our feelings and sentiments towards the Almighty, our love, our faith, confidence and resignation, find in Divine worship their due expression.  
According to Rabbi Elazar, prayer transcends the importance of sacrifices. "Nothing," says Rabbi Joshua ben Levi, "not even an iron partition, can separate Israel from their Father in Heaven," and if the prayer is not answered in the first instance, it must be repeated again and again. It is never too late, even at the eleventh hour, nay, even if the executioner's axe is already at your neck.  
According to Rabbi Judah it is twice as effective as penitence itself. The very act of prayer presupposes a number of fundamental truths as regards the nature and essence of G-d and as concerns His relationship to man. By this act of prayer we acknowledge our faith in the existence of G-d, in His readiness to listen and to respond to our requests and in His interest in our welfare.  At the same time we acknowledge that He is the Creator and absolute Ruler of the Universe.  
A glance through the liturgy for the Yamim oraim reveals some of our fundamental beliefs in the multitude of facets of G-d's relationship with us.  We assume that G-d desires life rather than death and so we beg Him to · "Remember us for life, 0 King who desires life, and inscribe us in the Book of Life." He is merciful and in consequence we approach Him as a "merciful Father". This accords with the Talmudic dictum that a  Jew should pray to G-d not  merely as a slave before his  Master but also as a son  before his Father. This we do when we pray: "Who is like unto Thee, 0 Father of mercy, who rememberest Thy creatures for life in mercy?" All His creatures shall fear Him, shall revere and worship Him.  This is signified by the prayer:  "Inspire all Thy works with Thy awe and extend Thy dread over all that Thou hast created, that all Thy works may reverence thee and all creatures prostrate themselves before Thee." On further perusal of the Machzor we learn that G-d loves righteousness, cares for the dignity and respect of His people and will ensure the joy and happiness of His land and city. He seeks to eradicate iniquity and dictatorship.  He has chosen Israel, whose mission will only end when they and the teachings they stand for will be acknowledged by the whole world. 

PURITY AND SINCERITY
 Whatever one may say of public worship, Judaism has always conceived of prayer as a service of the heart. The emphasis is on purity and sincerity.  It requires no intermediary, no appurtenances, no theatrical enhancement; it ascends straight to the Throne on High. It is the most absolute form of service to G-d of which man is capable, bringing the worshipper to a most intimate closeness to his Maker. Many and varied are the forms of approach to G-d in prayer. The introductory formula can be: "Sovereign of the Universe," "my (and our) G-d and the G-d of our fathers," "Lord, Lord," "Our Father our King," "Our Father in Heaven." The form of request is introduced by na, "please," or by anna, or by lu, "I wish", or 'in later formularies by yehi ratson "may it be Thy will." The request itself follows either as chus "spare", chamol "have pity", rachem  "have mercy", Hoshiah  "save", Hatzlichah "prosper".  A variety of forms express the request for G-d's attention:  "Hear my (our) voice," "may my prayer come before Thee", "give ear", "attend", "consider", "answer us". 
G-d's responses to our prayers are marked by such expressions as "fear not", "return, 0 backsliding children," He receives those that return", "He will ·atone for you on this day". 
There are, alas, also cases of rejection. "When ye spread forth your hands," says Isaiah, "I will 'hide mine eyes from you; yea - when ye make many prayers I will not hear."  "Wherefore," ask the Children of Israel through Isaiah, "have we fasted and Thou seest not?  Wherefore have we afflicted our soul and Thou takest no knowledge?"  
On the waves of tears shed in prayer has our ship of State sailed precariously through many hostile oceans, and thanks to this well-proven means have we survived to tell a happier tale. Many were the deliverances vouchsafed to us in the course of our history.  Paramount among these surely the unique situation that led to the victory following the 6-day War, when Israel was surrounded by hostile nation poised to strike at her very) heart. It was at that time that our scattered people throughout the world gathered as one man in their Synagogues and  places of Worship to pray a  they had never prayed before that their Father in Heaven  bring about the apparently impossible - to extricate His  people out of the threatened  abyss of darkness into the elysium of a great light. And the Lord hearkened to our prayers and responded. May He listen to our prayers once again bring deliverance to our unfortunate brethren in Russia and enable them to come safely to the Land of the desire.  
Let us look forward to future when prayers for deliverance from sorrow will no longer be necessary and when these will give way to expressions of gratitude and adoration of the unbounded blessings of our loving Sovereign of the Universe.  
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