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From Nothing to Nothing: Finding your own Voice in Prayer 

Cantor Rabbi Shoshi Levin Goldberg 

 

 

 

● Imagine you know nothing about Jewish prayer. How would you 

observe this verse: 

 

Deuteronomy 11:13 

If, then, you obey the 

commandments that I enjoin upon 

you this day, loving the ETERNAL 

your God and rendering service 

with all your heart and soul. 

ָָ֗ה אִם־ש ָמ ֹ֤עַ ת ִש ְמְעו ּ֙ אֶל־  והְָי
ֶׁ֧ר   מִצְוֺתַַ֔י ִ֛י אֲש ֶ ֶּ֥ה  אָנ כִ   מצְַו ֶ

ֶ֖ם ם  אתְֶכֶ   אֶת־יה  לְאַהֲב ָ֞ה הַי ּ֑ו 

ב כְׇל־   וּלְעׇבְד֔וֹאֱל ֹֽהֵיכֶםּ֙ 
ֶ֖ם  ֹֽם׃ו בְכׇל לְבַבְכֶ  ־נפְַש ְכֶ

 

● How does the Talmud interpret the verse?  

 

Babylonian Talmud Tractate Ta’anit 2a 

The Gemara asks: And from where 
do we derive that rain must be 
mentioned specifically in the Amida 
prayer? The Gemara answers: As it 
was taught in a baraita with regard 
to the verse: “To love the Lord your 
God…” (Deuteronomy 11:13). Which 
is the service of God that is 
performed in the heart? You must 
say that this is referring to 
prayer. And, afterward, it is 
written: “And I shall give the rain of 
your land in its due time, the first 

בִתְפִל ָה לַן  ו מְנאָ  תַניְאָ:   —  ד ְ ד ְ
  ה׳ אֱל הֵיכֶם אֶת ״לְאַהֲבָה

לְבַבְכֶם״, אֵיזו    ו לְעׇבדְו  ב כְׇל 
דָה  היִא  ב ַל ֵב   ש ֶהִיא עֲבו   — 

זוֹ תְּפלִּ ה : אוֹמֵר  הֱוֵי  

  מְטַר ב תְָרֵיה : ״ונְתַָת ִי  ו כְתיִב  

רֶה אַרְצְכֶם    ב ְעִת ו  יו 

ש   ״ ׁו מַלְקו 
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rain and the last rain” 
(Deuteronomy 11:14). 

 

● How does Maimonides understand our obligation to pray? 

 

Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah: The Laws of Prayer and the 

Priestly Blessing 1:1 (12th Century) 

It is a positive Torah 
commandment to pray every 
day…The number of prayers is not 
prescribed in the Torah, nor does 
it prescribe a specific formula for 
prayer. Also, according to Torah 
law, there are no fixed times for 
prayers. 

ַל ֵל  עֲש ֵה מצְִותַ ם ב כְָל   לְהִתְפ  יו   

 
ת   מִניְןַ ואְֵין   מִן  הַת ְפִל ו 

  הַת ְפִל ָה   מִש ְנהֶ  ואְֵין .התַּוֹר ה 

הַתּוֹר ה מִן הַז  את   ואְֵין  .

התַּוֹר ה   מִןקָבו עַ  זמְַן לַת ְפִל ָה   
 

 

● If everyone prayed according to Maimonides’ opinion, what would 

Jewish prayer look like? 

 

 

 

 

Personal Prayer – Reflection Questions 

 

1. Do you ever pray personal prayers outside of synagogue services? 

2. Do you generally add personal prayers in synagogue? Are the High 

Holidays different? 

3. What are your personal prayers about? Yourself? Your loved ones? 

Your community? The world?  

 

 

 

Excerpts from Babylonian Talmud Tractate Berakhot 16b-17a 
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→ Is this a personal prayer?  

→ What do you appreciate/not appreciate about this prayer?  
→ Would you pray this prayer? If so, in what context? 
→ Would you consider writing your own prayer? If so, what would it be? 

After his prayer, Rava said the 
following: My God, before I was 
created I was worthless, and now 
that I have been created it is as if 
I had not been created, I am no 
more significant. I am dust in life, 
all the more so in my death. I am 
before You as a vessel filled with 
shame and humiliation. Therefore, 
may it be Your will, Lord my 
God, that I will sin no more, and 
that those transgressions that I 
have committed, cleanse in Your 
abundant mercy; but may this 
cleansing not be by means of 
suffering and serious illness, but 
rather in a manner I will be able to 
easily endure. And this is the 
confession of Rav Hamnuna Zuti 
on Yom Kippur. 

תיֵה  אָמַר  ב ָתַר רָבָא  הכִָי   צלְו   

 
״  צַרְת ִי ש ֶל  א עַד , אֱל הַי   נו 

צַרְת ִי ועְַכְש ָיו , כ ְדַאי אֵיניִ    ש ֶנ ו 

צַרְת ִי כ אְִל ו  ל א   אֲניִ   עָפָר.  נו 

מֶ  קַל, ב חְַי יַ ,  ב ְמִיתָתִי רוחָו 

  מלֵָא   לפְנָיֶךָ כ כִלְִי אֲניִ  הֲרֵי 

ן יהְִי. ו כלְִימ ָה ב ו ש ָה   רָצו 

  ש ֶל  א, מלִ פְנָיֶךָ ה׳ אֱל היַ

ד  אֶחֱטָא ֶחָטָאתִי  ו מַה,  עו    ש  

ב ְרַחמֲֶיךָ  לפְנָיֶךָ מרֵָק 
  ידְֵי עַל ל א אֲבָל, הָרַב ִים

רָעִים וחֳָלָאיִם   יסִ ו רִין   ״ 

 
  הַמְנו נאָ  דְרַב  והְַייְנו  ויִד ו י 

מָא  זו טֵי ו רֵי  ב ְיו  דְכִפ   

 

When Mar, son of Ravina, would 
conclude his prayer, he said the 
following: My God, guard my 
tongue from evil and my lips 
from speaking deceit. To those 
who curse me let my soul be 
silent and may my soul be like 
dust to all. Open my heart to 

רָבִינאָ  מָר   הֲוהָ   כ ִי  ב ְרֵיה  ד ְ

תיֵה  אמַָר   מסְַי יֵם הָכִי  צלְו   

 
״  ר, אֱל הַי ניִ   נצְו    מֵרָע לְש ו 

תַי ב ֵר  ושְ ִפְתו  ,  מִרְמָה מִד ַ
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Your Torah, and may my soul 
pursue your mitzvot. And save 
me from a bad mishap, from the 
evil inclination, from a bad 
woman, and from all evils that 
suddenly come upon the world. 
And all who plan evil against me, 
swiftly thwart their counsel, and 
frustrate their plans. May the 
words of my mouth and the 
meditation of my heart find favor 
before You, Lord, my Rock and 
my Redeemer. 

ם נפְַש ִי  ולְִמְקַל ְלַי   ונְפְַש ִי,  תִד ו 

ְתַח.  ת ִהְיהֶ לַכ  ל   כ ֶעָפָר  לבִ ִי   פ 

ף תֶיךָ ת רְִד ו  רָתֶךָ, ו בְמִצוְ    ב תְו 

,  ר ע מִפֶּּגַע  וְתצִַּילֵנִי. נפְַש ִי

,  ר ע ה  וּמֵאשִ ּ ה,  ה ר ע מִיֵּצֶּר

  ל בֹא  הַמִּתְרַגְּש וֹת   ר עוֹת וּמִכּ ל

ש ְ  וכְָל .בּ עוֹל ם   עָלַי ביִם הַחו 

  עֲצָתָם  הָפֵר מְהֵרָה  רָעָה 

תָם יהְִיו   .וקְַלְקֵל  מחְַש ְבו 
ן ן  פִי אמְִרֵי  לְרָצו    לִב ִי והְֶגיְו 

אֲלִי לפְנָיֶךָ ה׳ צו רִי וגְו   ״ 

Yom Kippur Mahzor  

God, before I was formed, I was 

unworthy [to be created]. And now 

that I have been formed, it is as if I had 

not been formed. I am like dust while I 

live, how much more so when I am 

dead. Here I am before You like a 

vessel filled with shame. 

May it be Your will, Adonai, my God, 

and the God of my ancestors, that 

I shall sin no more, and the sins I have 

committed before You, cleanse them in 

Your abundant mercies; but not 

through suffering and severe illness. 

ֹֽרְת ִי ש ֶל  א  עַד.  אֱל הַי צַ   אֵיניִ  נו 

ֹֽרְת ִי  ועְכְַש ָו, כְדַאי צַ כ אְִל ו     ש ֶנ ו 
ֹֽרְת ִי ל א צַ .  ב חְַי יָ  אֲניִ   עָפָר.  נו 

  אֲניִ  הֲרֵי . ב ְמִיתָתִי וחָ ֹֽמֶר  קַל

ֹֽיךָ כ כִלְִי   בו ש ָה  מָלֵא לפְנֶָ

 ו כְלִמ ָה 

 

ן יהְִי  ֹֽיךָ יה  רָצו    אֱל הַי מִל פְנֶָ

  אֶחטֱָא  ש ֶל  א   אֲבוֹתַי  ואֵלֹהֵי

ד ֹֽאתִי  ו מַה.  עו  ֶחָטָ ֹֽיךָ   ש   לפְָנֶ
ֹֽיךָ הרַָב ִים מָרֵק    אֲבָל. ב ְרַחמֲֶ
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  וחֳָלָיםִ  יסִ ו רִים  ידְֵי   עַל  ל א

 :רָעִים

 

Siddur (every day)  

My God, guard my tongue from evil 
and my lips from speaking deceitfully. 
May my soul be unresponsive to those 
who curse me; and let my soul be like 
dust to all. Open my heart to Your 
Torah and let my soul pursue Your 
commandments. And all who plan 
evil against me, quickly annul their 
counsel and frustrate their intention. 
Act for the sake of Your right 
hand. Act for the sake of Your 
holiness. Act for the sake of Your 
Torah. In order that Your loved 
ones be released, deliver [with] 
Your right hand and answer me. 
May the words of my mouth and the 
thoughts of my heart be acceptable 
before You Adonai, my Rock and my 
Redeemer. 

ר  אֱל הַי ניִ נצְו    ו ש ְפתַָי  מֵרָע   לְש ו 

ב ֵר  נפְַש ִי  ולְִמְקַלְְ֒לַי.  מִרְמָה  מִד ַ

ם   לַכ  ל  כ ֶעָפָר ונְפְַש ִי  תדִ ו 

תְַח .  ת הְִיהֶ ֹֽךָ    לִב ִי פ  רָתֶ ב תְו 
ֹֽיךָ ת ִרְד  ף נפְַש ִי תֶ וְכ ל   .ו במְִצוְ 

  מְהֵרָה  רָעָה   עָלַי ש ְְ֒בִיםהחַו  

: מַחֲש ַבְת ָם  וקְַלקְֵל  עֲצתָָם  הפֵָר 

  לְמַַֽעַן  ש ְמֶַּֽך  עשֲ ֵה  לְמַַֽעַן  עשֲ ֵה

קְדֻש ּ תֶַּֽך   לְמַַֽעַן יְמִינֶַּֽך  עֲש ֵה
  תּוֹר תֶַּֽך . לְמַַֽעַן  לְמַַֽעַן  עשֲ ֵה

  יְדִידֶַּֽיך  הושֹ ִַֽיע ה  יחֵ לְְ֒צוּן 

ן  :יְמִינְְ֒ך  וַעֲנֵַֽנִי   יהְִיו  לְרָצו 

ן  פִי אמְִרֵי ֹֽיךָ   לִב ִי והְֶגיְו  לְפנֶָ
אֲלִי  צו רִי   יה וגְו   

 


