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A Strategy for Enhancing our Prayer Experience 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Teruma, 5774 

Trying to make the most out of studying the Parashiot about the Mishkan. 

By all accounts, to identify inspiring themes in the the majority of the latter Parashiot of Sefer 

Shemot, i.e., Teruma, Tetzave, VaYakhel and Pekudei, is a difficult challenge. In the teaching directions 

(Alon HaDeracha) for her worksheet on Parashat Teruma 5726,1 Nechama Leibowitz notes that neither 

of the two basic approaches to the Parasha, i.e., either focusing on the literal meaning of the verses 

leading to an exercise in engineering and architecture, or attempting to attribute to the Tabernacle and 

its components symbolic meaning, prove particularly satisfying for both student and teacher. Whereas 

the former approach does not “feel” like the study of Tora, the latter is non-rigorous and lacks 

compelling bases in the biblical text.  

 

                                                           
1
 http://www.nechama.org.il/guidance/860.html ;  

 .קשה, על הלומד והמלמד, מהרבה בחינות –וכן ההפטרות לפרשיות אלה  לימוד הפרשיות תרומה, תצוה, ויקהל, פקודי

 .לכאורה פתוחות לפניו שתי דרכים ועליו ללכת באחת מהן או בשתיהן בזו אחר זו, ושתיהן אינן מספקות את הלומד

הנאמר בכתוב, לחפש אחר הוראתן של מילים זרות, טכניות, להשתדל א( יכול הוא להסתפק בכך שיסביר את העשייה על פי 

להבהיר לעצמו ולתלמידיו את מבנה המשכן ואת מבנה הכלים מבחינת צורתן, גודלן, חמרן, עד כמה שזה מתפרש מתוך 

זה? מה למה מחומר זה? למה בגודל (מבלי שיחפש אחרי טעמים למשכן ולכלים בכלל או לטעמים לפרטי העשייה  –הכתוב 

 )?מטרת צורה זו, מספרי החלקים, המידות הנדרשות

  .ורשב"ם רש"יבדרך זו הלכו 

 :בהוצאת רוזין, ואינו בחומשים שלנו( אף מקדים הקדמה קצרה לפירושו לפרשיות אלה (רשב"ם

 .אם אקצר בפרושן יומצאו בפרושי רבנו שלמה אבי אמי זצ"ל –חושן ואפוד פרשיות של משכן, 
 .עצמו נמנע מלהביא מדרשים המבארים טעמי המצוות, נמנע מלדבר על משמעותן הסמלית, הפנימית של כלי המשכן רש"י

כח יצירתם. ואילו דרך זו יפה היא לקטנים הבונים, מדביקים, מציירים ומכיירים ומוצאים בזה שמחה רבה בהפעילם את 

אינו  – תורהלימוד  –בכיתת נוער או בחברת מבוגרים יורגש מאד היעדר העניין. אין בזה חומר למחשבה עיונית, והעיקר 

לימוד הנדסה או ארכיאולוגיה. מבחינה לשונית פרקים אלה קשים, ספק גדול הוא אם גם בעזרת מחקר בלשני והיסטורי נוכל 

שוב: לימוד שפה והעשרתה אינו לימוד  –מים השונים, הכלים וחלקיהם, ואפילו אם נצליח בזה להגיע לוודאות בזיהוי העצ

 :בוודאי רבים את הדרך השנייה לכן יבחרו .תורה

ב( היא דרך הסבר משמעות המצוות האלה בדרך פענוח האליגוריות המשוערות המונחות ביסודן של פרטי המשכן: האהל, 

בעל  ,אברבנאל ,האלשיך .ורה יוכל להשתמש בכמה ממפרשינו שידם רב להם בדרך פרשנות זוהכלים, בגדי הכהנים וכו', המ

שהרבה לעסוק בפירוש אלגורי למשכן לכל פרטיו. פירושים מסוג זה הבאנו  והמלבי"ם ש"ר הירשרוקרוב לזמננו  ,העקדה

 ש"ית ,מנורה תש"ח ,תש"דארון, בדיו ושולחן בשנת  ,ותשי"ג תש"גבגיליונות השנים הקודמות לפרשות תרומה ותצוה בשנת 

 .הכרובים

פרשני, בהיעדר כל ראיות מוכיחות מן  הכרחואולם הדרך הזו נראית לרוב הלומדים בדורנו ודאי כשרירותית ביותר, נטולת כל 

הכתוב )בגלל זה גם לא הלכו בה פרשנים כרש"י ורשב"ם הרואים עצמם אחראים לפסוק ונצמדים אליו בנאמנות(. וביותר 

 מו"נ ג' כ"ו הרמב"םוכבר צוח נגדם  –ים לפרטי הדברים, למידות, לצפויים, לפרטי עשייה נראים מוזרים הסברים אליגורי

 .)תרומה תשט"ודבריו הובאו בגיליון (

A like to Nechama’s worksheet whichi accompanied by the Alon HaDeracha: http://www.nechama.org.il/cgi-
bin/pagePrintMode.pl?Id=860&Guidance=1  
Possible answers for this worksheet can be found at http://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2013/11/gilyanot-
answers-teruma-5726.pdf  
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Mining Parashat Teruma for an insight into  the Mitzva of prayer. 

Nevertheless, R. Oren Duvdevani2 points out that according to one particular comment on the 

part of RaShI, a profound insight can be developed from a verse in Teruma that contributes mightily to 

the fulfillment of one of the most challenging Commandments in all of Jewish observance.  

 

RaShI notes that despite the Parashiot of Teruma (Shemot 25-27:19) and Tetzava (Ibid. 27:20-

31:10) preceding the account of the sin of the Golden Calf (Ibid. 32) in terms of the Tora text, the 

principle of “Ein Mukdam U’Me’uchar BaTora” (one does not per force assume that the events of the 

Tora are recorded in chronological order) should be applied in this regard:  

 

RaShI on Shemot 31:18 

He gave Moses, etc.  There is no chronological order in [the events related in] the Tora.  

The sin of the Golden Calf preceded the Commandment to build the Tabernacle by 

many days, for the tablets were broken on the seventeenth of Tamuz, and on the Day of 

Atonement the Holy One, blessed be He, became reconciled with Israel, and on the 

following day donations began to be gathered for the Tabernacle, which was erected on 

the first of Nisan. 

 

R. Duvdevani extrapolates from RaShI’s view regarding the order of events involving the Tabernacle and 

the Golden Calf the following insight regarding the basic assumption of Jewish prayer:3 

 

Underlying this approach is a fundamental theological position regarding the 

relationship between human beings and the Holy One, Blessed Be He – an important 

                                                           
2
 http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/teruma/duvd.html  

3
 The connection between the sacrifices offered in the Tabernacle and prayer, particularly in the post-Temple era, 

is reflected in the prophets: 
Hoshea 14:3 
Take with you words, and return unto the Lord; say unto Him: 'Forgive all iniquity, and Accept that which 
is good; so will we render for bullocks the offering of our lips.  

as well as in one view as to the origins of the times established for Jewish prayer over the course of any given day: 
 Berachot 26b 
 It has been stated: … R. Yehoshua b. Levi says: The Tefillahs were instituted  to replace the daily sacrifices. 

… It has been taught in accordance with R. Yehoshua b. Levi… Why did they say that the morning Tefilla 
could be said till midday? Because the regular morning sacrifice could be brought up to midday. R. 
Yehuda, however, says that it may be said up to the fourth hour because the regular morning sacrifice 
may be brought up to the fourth hour. And why did they say that the afternoon Tefilla can be said up to 
the evening? Because the regular afternoon offering can be brought up to the evening. R. Yehuda, 
however, says that it can be said only up to the middle of the afternoon, because the evening offering 
could only be brought up to the middle of the afternoon. And why did they say that for the evening Tefilla 
there is no limit? Because the limbs  and the fat which were not consumed [on the altar] by the evening 
could be brought for the whole of the night. And why did they say that the Mussaf (additional) Tefillot  
could be said during the whole of the day? Because the additional offering could be brought during the 
whole of the day. R. Yehuda, however, said that it can be said only up to the seventh hour, because the 
additional offering can be brought up to the seventh hour. Which is the 'greater afternoon'? From six 
hours and a half onwards.  

 

http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/teruma/duvd.html
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idea underlying the notion of the Temple in general and the significance of worshipping 

the Lord in particular.  The basic position of human beings vis-à-vis G-d is one of crisis, 

distance and isolation (i.e., precisely because the people felt alienated from the Divine 

due to their sin, they sensed a need to reach out to God, first via sacrifices and then by 

means of prayer--jb).  Longing towards the Holy One, Blessed Be He, and the desire for 

close adherence to G-d are actually born of this sense of loneliness and distance.  It is 

precisely crisis that gives birth in human beings to the desire to adhere to the Ever-living 

G-d. 

 

Some believe that the type of prayer that can substitute for sacrifices has to emanate from a certain 

sensibility within the pray-er. 

The major focus of the radical critique by the founders of Chassidism levied against the practice 

of Judaism in their day was the rote performance of Jewish practice. Due to a lack of mindfulness, 

indifference to inspiration, constant repetition, etc., many Jews were mechanically going through the 

motions of their religious rituals without becoming personally engaged and moved by what they were 

doing. A particular focus of attention was the manner in which Jews were praying. Several stories 

attributed to R. Yisrael Ba’al Shem Tov, founder of the Chassidic movement, concerned how an 

uneducated novice, who desperately wished to reach out to God but was frustrated by his sense of 

inadequacy vis-à-vis standard religious practice, resorts to sincerely reciting the Alef-Bet,4 passionately 

playing his flute,5 or even simply opening a prayer book once used by a holy man,6 all being in the end 

deemed  more meaningful forms of prayer than all of the words recited by a congregation of learned 

Jews. Yitzchak Buxbaum7 recounts a parallel tale:  

 

The Ba’al Shem Tov once went to a synagogue with some of his disciples, but as he tried 

to enter, he moved back as if rebuffed. He tried to enter again, but again abruptly 

moved back as if rebuffed. This happened a few times to the surprise of his disciples, 

who questioned him about it.  

He said, “The synagogue is full of prayers. I can’t get in.”  

“Isn’t that the best recommendation for a synagogue?” they said. 

 “The Holy Zohar,” he explained, “says the love and fear of God are the two wings of the 

bird that enable prayers to ascend into Heaven. Without sincerity, they remain below on 

earth. The synagogue is full of prayers. There’s no room for me. I cannot get in.” 

Buxbaum continues,  

                                                           
4
 See for example, http://ascentofsafed.com/cgi-bin/ascent.cgi?Name=567-02  

5
 http://projectshalom2.org/StoryTour/?p=1166  

6
 “The Prayer Book” in Martin Buber, The Legend of the Ba’al Shem, Schocken, NY, 1969, pp. 92 ff. 

7
 The Light and Fire of the Ba’al Shem Tov, Continuum, 2006, pp. 256-7. 

http://ascentofsafed.com/cgi-bin/ascent.cgi?Name=567-02
http://projectshalom2.org/StoryTour/?p=1166
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When he stood on the threshold of a synagogue, he could tangibly sense the sanctity 

within, or the lack of it. If he felt an impenetrable emptiness, if he did not feel the 

radiance of the Shechina inside, how could he enter? Why would he enter? Such places 

were not for him. 

Michael Rosen,8 cites a powerful metaphor employed by Reb Simcha Bunim of Przysucha, who in the 

spirit of the Ba’al Shem’s original breaking with established Jewish practice, was in turn chastising the 

Chassidic establishment for lapsing into comparable prayer routines for which they had originally 

criticized the Mitnagdim:9 

R. Hanoch Heinich explains the word “VaEtchanan”10 (Devarim 3:23) noting that it is 

phrased in the reflexive form,11 on the basis of an exquisite interpretation of R. Bunim of 

the phrase “VaAni Tefila” (Tehillim 109:4).12 R. Bunim says that when a person really 

prays, he becomes the prayer. T.S. Eliot said about listening to music: “Music heard so 

deeply that it is not heard at all, but you are the music while the music lasts.” Prayer is 

therefore not a form of spiritual begging, of asking God for goodies. It is rather a process 

by which a human being develops himself in order to be worthy of a more intimate 

relationship with God… 

While one may agree with the goal of engaging in this type of prayer, does insisting on such a 

level of intention “set the bar too high”? 

When RaMBaM sets a high standard for the minimal fulfillment of prayer, vis-à-vis intention and 

concentration: 

Mishneh Tora, Laws of Prayer 4:1, 15 

Five things prevent one from praying, even though the time [for prayer] has arrived: 
1) the purification of one's hands; 
2) the covering of nakedness; 
3) the purity of the place of prayer; 
4) things that might bother and distract one; and 
5) the proper intention of one's heart. 
Proper intention: What is implied? 

                                                           
8
 The Quest for Authenticity: The Thought of Reb Simcha Bunim, Urim, Jerusalem, 2008, p. 232. 

9
 I recall while at Yeshiva College in 1968, Chaim Potok, noted author and alumna of the college addressed a Dean’s 

Dinner gathering. He recounted how he once was “Writer-in-Residence” at the University of Pennsylvania, and 
spent his year rereading as much classic literature as possible in order to try to identify great patterns common to 
these works. Potok told those in attendance that he felt that a very basic theme is the tension between the 
establishment and those who are dispirited by its values and practices, the latter eventually becoming the 
establishment themselves only to have others rebel against them. 
10

 One of the ten expressions for prayer identified by Devarim Rabba 2:1 : 
 …ותחנונים, ופילול, ניפול, קריאה, ביצור, פגיעה, רנה, נאקה, צעקה, שועה, הן ואלו תפלה נקראת לשונות עשרה יוחנן ר"א …

11
 A reflexive form of a verb in Hebrew connotes how the object of the verb is the subject, in this case, praying 

affecting the self as opposed to directing the prayer outwards to some other entity, usually HaShem. 
12

 “In return for my love they are my adversaries; but I am all prayer.” Most traditional commentaries interpret the 
end of the verse as if the word “Ish” is place between “I” and “prayer”, i.e., I am a man of (all) prayer. R. Simcha 
Bunim obviously understands the phrase differently.  
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Any prayer that is not [recited] with proper intention is not prayer.13 If one prays 
without proper intention, he must repeat his prayers with proper intention. 
One who is in a confused or troubled state may not pray until he composes himself. 
Therefore, one who comes in from a journey and is tired or irritated is forbidden to 
pray until he composes himself. Our Sages taught that one should wait three days (!) 
until he is rested and his mind is settled, and then he may pray, 
 

HaGahot Maimoniyot,14 a commentary on Mishneh Tora, hurriedly points out,  
 

Tosaphot15 have written that in this entire matter we are not careful today, for were 
we not to say this, we do not have so much intention during prayer, (and it would 
result in our never praying!)… 

 
as if heartfelt, focused prayer has become a virtual impossibility already in the thirteenth century, let 
alone in contemporary times. 
 
Parashat Teruma, in terms of the Mishkan’s connection to the sin of the Golden Calf, is instructive in 
this regard. 

It seems to me that specifically with respect to the difficulty of approaching prayer with proper 
intent and concentration, R. Duvdevani’s essay16 is of particular importance. The key section of the essay 
is devoted to R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik’s interpretation of the RaMBaM’s position, in an ostensible 
dispute with RaMBaN, on the nature of the obligation to pray.  

 
In his compendium Sefer HaMitzvot, listing the 248 positive Commandments and the 365 

negative Commandments comprising Jewish tradition,17 RaMBaM states in Positive Commandment #5,   
 
 …that He has Commanded us to serve Him, the Exalted One, and this Commandment 
has been mentioned several times. It is written, (Shemot 23:25) “And you will serve the 
Lord, your God…”, and (Devarim 13:5) “And Him you (pl.) shall serve”, and  (Ibid. 6:13) 
“and Him you (sing.) you shall serve”, and (Ibid. 11:13) “…and Him you shall serve with 
all of your heart and your soul.” …He is Commanding (that one should engage in) prayer. 

                                                           
13

 R. Chaim HaLevi Soloveitchik, the Brisker Rav, in his Chidushim on Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Tefilla 4:1, defines the 
intention that RaMBaM is requiring as the awareness that during prayer, one is standing before the Shechina 
(Divine Presence.) R. Chaim maintained that without such an awareness, one has not engaged in prayer without 
Kavana, but rather the act of prayer has never even taken place! 
14

 Rabbi Meir ben Rabbi Yekutiel HaKohen of Rothenburg was born circa 1260. He attended the yeshiva of the 
Rabbi Meir (Maharam) of Rothenburg, and personally attended Maharam during his years of captivity, until the 
latter's death in 1293. During Rabbi Meir's lifetime, Maimonides' Mishneh Torah became widely available across 
Europe. The halachic decisions of the Mishneh Torah were often at variance with accepted Ashkenazic halachic 
decisions and practice. Consequently, Rabbi Meir wrote glosses on ten volumes of the Mishneh Torah (excluding 
Zeraim, Avodah, Korbanot, and Tahara) detailing the halachic decisions of the Tosafists and Ashkenazic Torah 
scholars. He also appended a collection of Ashkenazic response to his glosses. 
 Rabbi Meir HaKohen, together with his family and students, were martyred in the Rindfleisch pogrom in 1298. 
15

 The identity and source of this Tosaphot has unfortunately proved impossible to determine. 
16

 See fn. 2 above. 
17

 In fact, there are thousands of Mitzvot. However the Talmud in Makot 23b-24a interprets Devarim 33:4 by 
means of Gematria and close reading of the Ten Commandments, to arrive at the identity between “Tora” and 613 
Commandments, and R. Simlai had previously divided 613 into 248 positive and 365 negative Mitzvot. 
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And the language of Sifre (Midrash Halacha on Devarim): “And you shall serve Him”—
this is prayer…And in the teaching of R. Eliezer, son of R. Yosi HaGalili, they said, “From 
where do we know that the essence of prayer is a Commandment? From here—
(Devarim 6:13) “The Lord your God you shall fear and Him you shall serve”… 
 

reflecting his view that the act of prayer18 is a Commandment originating from the Tora.  
 

RaMBaN, in his glosses on RaMBaM’s Sefer HaMitzvot, strongly disagrees, and states that the 
obligation to pray in general is Rabbinic, with a Tora Commandment to pray existing only in limited 
circumstances: 
 

…There is no agreement regarding this. Because the Rabbis have already indicated in 
Berachot 21a that prayer is a Rabbinic Commandment… But rather certainly prayer is 
not obligatory (from the Tora) at all, but rather it is a reflection of the Blessed Creator’s 
Compassion for us that He Listens and Answers all who call to Him. And the essence of 
the verse “And to serve Him with all your hearts” is a positive Command that all of our 
service (the fulfillment of all Commandments as opposed to specifically prayer) directed 
to the Blessed God should be with all of our hearts, i.e., with proper, perfect intention 
for His Name, without evil thoughts. We should not perform Commandments without 
Kavana or based upon doubt with the thought that perhaps this action will prove 
beneficial… 
And the interpretation in the Sifre: “And to serve Him”--…another interpretation, “this is 
prayer”…  (is) to say that included in Divine Service is that we should study Tora and 
pray to Him at a time of trouble, and our eyes and hearts should be towards Him alone, 
like the eyes of servants towards their masters. And this is like what is written, 
(BaMidbar 10:9) “And when war comes in your land due to the enemy that afflicts you 
and you will sound the trumpets and you will be remembered before the Lord, your 
God.” And it is a Commandment regarding any and all troubles that should come upon 
the community to cry before Him in prayer and sounding the Shofar, and this is what 
Shlomo explained as it is written, (I Melachim 8:35) “When heaven is shut up, and there 
is no rain, when they do sin against Thee; if they pray toward this place, and confess Thy 
name, and turn from their sin, when Thou dost Afflict them.” And it is written, (Ibid. 37-
8) “If there be in the land famine, if there be pestilence, if there be blasting or mildew, 
locust or caterpillar; if their enemy besiege them in the land of their cities; whatsoever 
plague, whatsoever sickness there be; what prayer and supplication soever be made by 
any man of all Thy people Israel, who shall know every man the plague of his own heart, 
and spread forth his hands toward this house”…   And we say that it is a Tora 
Commandment at a time of troubles that we should believe that the Blessed and 
Exalted One Hears prayer and He will Save from the troubles via prayer and crying out. 
And understand this. 
 
Consequently, it would appear that whereas RaMBaM posits that regular, daily prayer is a Tora 

Commandment, RaMBaN claims that one fulfills a Mitzva from the Tora only when one prays as a result 
of impending calamity and disaster.  R. Soloveitchik, addressing the argument from a modern, existential 

                                                           
18

 While what one says, when one says it, how many times one says it, etc. are Rabbinic enactments, the concept 
of having to pray, according to RaMBaM,  originates from verses like those cited above. 
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perspective, suggests that in fact there is no disagreement between these great Rishonim with respect 
to the obligation to pray: 
 

The views  of Maimonides and Nachmanides can be reconciled. Both regarded prayer as 
meaningful only if it is derived form a sense of Tzora (trouble). They differ in their 
understanding of the word. Maimonides regarded daily life itself as being existentially in 
straits, inducing in the sensitive person feelings of despair, a brooding sense of life’s 
meaninglessness, absurdity, lack of fulfillment. It is a permanent Tzora which exists 
BeChol Yom, daily. The word Tzora connotes more than external trouble; it suggests an  
emotional and intellectual condition in which man sees himself as hopelessly trapped in 
a vast, desolate universe, desolate, without hope. Certainly the Psalmist’s cry , (118:5) 
“Min HaMeitzar Karati Kah” (out of my straits I have called upon the Lord) refers to an 
inner, rather than an externally induced, state of constriction19 and oppression.20 
 

The need to reconcile with HaShem after the Chet HaEigel can serve as a paradigm for the 
everyday human condition. 

While the Rav’s depiction of the contemporary human mindset is indicative of a deeply pensive, 
sensitive and reflective individual,21 nevertheless all of us can understand how when we consider our 
individual situations—personal, familial, professional communal, institutional, national, etc.—we each 
have dynamics affecting us that contribute to a sense of our being “Chaser” (lacking/needy), deficient  at 
least in a sense of basic assurance and confidence, if not more tangible situations and conditions. Our 
day-to-day lives are inevitably affected by the challenges we face physically, emotionally, intellectually, 
spiritually.  The opportunity to regularly reach out to a/the Significant Other in our lives, with sacrifices 
being replaced by Tefillot, can not only fuel our prayer experience, but also bring us a modicum of 
comfort, a possible cause for optimism and a sense of not being ultimately alone. R. Duvdevani’s insight 
translates into an awareness that should both precede as well as accompany our prayers of what it is 
that we are lacking, so that our prayers take on both intensity and meaning. Furthermore, despite the 
fact that prayer is a Commandment that is to be fulfilled several times each day, because we all live 
existences that are constantly in flux with new situations developing literally from moment to moment, 
it would not require a great amount of reflection22 to identify before each prayer experience fresh 
dimensions that should and perhaps even need to be expressed when we stand before HaShem.  

 
Finally, it would seem to me that an additional dimension of the Mitzva of prayer is highlighted 

when viewed through this frame-of-reference, i.e., the added value of Tefilla B’Tzibbur, prayer as part of 
an assembled group. Becoming aware of not only your own needs, but also those of one’s fellow pray-

                                                           
19

 The etymological root of “Tzara” is “Tzar”—narrow, hence the word “strait”. 
20

 Abraham Besdin, Reflections of the Rav: Lessons in Jewish Thought, Adapted from the Lectures of R. Joseph B. 
Soloveitchik, Dept. for Torah Education and Culture in the Diaspora of the WZO, Jerusalem, pp. 81-2. 
21

 The British romantic poet Shelley is reputed to once have said that he felt like “an exposed nerve across which 
slowly crawl all of the troubles of the world.” 
22

 But then again, some reflection is necessary. Perhaps this accounts for the curious depiction of certain 
individuals prior to their engagement in prayer: 

Berachot 30b (Mishna) 
…The pious men of old used to wait an hour before praying in order that they might concentrate their 
thoughts upon their Father in Heaven…  

While one might interpret that they were working on banishing superfluous thoughts, an alternative possibility is 
that they were reflecting upon the concerns that were contributing to their sense of need and desperation, leading 
in turn to reaching out to HaShem. 
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ers, affords additional impetus to our reaching out to God in the hope that some of these situations, not 
only our own, but those affecting others, can be positively ameliorated.  

  
Conclusion. 

While prayer might be a very difficult Mitzva for one to try to fulfill, reflecting upon and enacting 
the Rav’s insight, using the Parashiot associated with the Mishkan as an impetus,  could go far to 
transform this particular ritual into the capstone of our religious lives.  

   
 


