Question: In the city of lzmr a Jewish man left his religion for another,
taking with himhis mnor son. The people of lznir were unsure whether they
were pernitted to pray on his behalf, i.e. pray for Gd to return himto H's
service and place in his heart the inpetus to repent with conplete repentance,
bef ore knowi ng whet her or not there was any openness to or thought of repentance
in his mnd.
Answer: W nust consider two issues.
1) Praying for soneone else to repent nmay be forbi dden because it seens |like a
vain prayer? since “All is in the hand of Heaven other than the fear of
Heaven® , which G d gave over to human power-to-choose so that there night be
reward and puni shment in the universe
2) \Wet her soneone else will repent seens to be one of the “deep secrets of the
Torah”®. Therefore it seens appropriate for hunan beings to take the attitude
that if it seens appropriate to Hmto cause the apostate to return, He will,
and if not, not. Since the only purpose for praying in this case is the glory of
H's Name may It be bl essed, whatever seens appropriate to Hm He should do, in
accordance with Hs wll.

Let us begin by briefly discussing the power-to-choose given to hunman
bei ngs. This power-to-choose is not absolute to the extent that Gd will never
af fect the hearts of human beings when He wills to do so in accordance with the
depth of Hi's thoughts. Rather, choice is sonetinmes in hunan hands, but
sonetimes Gd “inclines the heart”. There are verses that say this explicitly,
for exanple “The hearts of kings are in the hands of G d¥ and “therefore | did
not allow you to touch her® . The whol e book of Job speaks forcefully about
this type of (limtation on the) power-to-choose, which Gd sonetines effects by
using suffering to cause one to turn back froman evil path, and soneti nes by
directly “inclining the heart”, as it is witten “and | have hardened his

heart™. And if Gd does this to cause people to do evil, all the nore so He
would do it for good, as indeed it is witten “and | will renove the stone heart
fromtheir flesh?, “and | will pour My spirit over thenf”, “for behold like
matter in the hands of an artisan'”.

Do not be astonished at this seening change in Gd's will, at His
wi |l lingness to control human deci sions after having given them power-to-choose.

This is not actually a change in Hm may He be bl essed. |ndeed, He behaves
anal ogously in giving the world over to be run by the constellations and in
accordance with the laws of nature, but at times overruling themvia mracles
and wonders, as every nenber of our nation can testify personally, in addition
to the fanpbus testinonies of the Torah and prophets - thus "astrol ogers wll
speak fal sehoods!"

No difficulty for this thesis is posed by the Sages’ coment on the verse
"Who will nmake it that their hearts be Iike this to serve and be in awe of M
forever'" that Mboshe was criticizing the Jews for not responding "You please
make it so". |In that case the Jews’ own prayers and requests woul d have caused
Gd to nake it so. This is also the justification of our daily prayer "Return
us, our Father, to Your Torah”, and of all simlar prayers. It is utterly
obvi ous that once a person opens hinself to repentance at all, he is assisted in
his intention to becone pure™ and that this is not considered Divine
interference with human power-to-choose. Indeed, without H s help, nmay He be
bl essed, “who coul d conquer those m ghty nountains™?

On the contrary — we can actually use this text to support our thesis.
The reason they shoul d have said “You nake it so0” is that without their request
the evil inclination could not be renoved fromtheir hearts. Mshe was upset
because he thought Gd might grant this to themif they requested it, but
clearly it could only happen through their request — otherw se, what would stop
H m from doi ng what He wanted? Furthernore, Mshe didn't pray hinself when they

failed to rise to the occasion. It is therefore evident that for sonmeone el se
to pray for this seens a little like a vain prayer, as it appears to be a prayer
against Gd s established rule “All is in the hands of Heaven but the fear of

Heaven”, which is generally true.
The story of Abba Chilkyah and wife in Chapter Seder Taanit® in which
Abba Chil kyah says "alternatively, when there were "biryoni" in ny nei ghborhood,



| prayed for their deaths, while she prayed for themto repent, and they did",
and it appears that he is explaining why they woul d have been better off asking
his wife to pray for them as Gd acted in accordance with her prayer, is really
not very simlar to our case when analyzed closely. This is clear from Rashi
who translates the word "biryoni" in the context of that story as "ignorant

| outs", but in Tractate BerakhotP and other places® translates the sane word as
"unbounded people" (as in "unbounded son and bl oodshedder'™), and in Gttin® as
"anoral and worthl ess people". The reason for his differing translations is
certainly that he found it difficult that praying for the repentance of these
“bi ryoni” was consi dered good and worthy of reward when, for the reasons
expl ai ned above, it was like a vain prayer. Thus he explained that they were
"ignorant |outs", whose |ack of education caused themto behave as they did.
One can pray for such people to gain know edge, and as a result repent, just as

one prays for the relief of any wound or illness.
It is further possible that even if we don’t distinguish the cases, this
story cannot be treated as evidence at all. Wiy should we assune that Abba

Chil kyah's wi fe behaved properly by praying for their repentance, as in genera
"There is no wisdomin wonen other than that of the looni"? The clouds may have
appeared on her side because she benefited the poor nore directly than her
husband, as is the case in the story about Mar Ukva in Ketubot", where her feet
are not burned while his are! Certainly this is the reason Abba Chilkyah
prefaces this explanation of the superiority of his wfe's prayer wth
"alternatively", when "furthernore" seens nore appropriate - he was unsure
hi nsel f whether she had acted properly in praying for the repentance of the
“bi ryoni”!

However, neither of these argunents apply to the parallel story in
Berakhot" involving R Meir. Rashi there translates “biryoni” as "unbounded
peopl e, and R Meir accepts his wife's contention that he should pray for their
repent ance.

Mahar sha chal l enges R Meir's wife's contention on the grounds that "Al
is in the hands of Heaven but the fear of Heaven™. He then says that a
resolution is easily available, but doesn't provide one. To ny mind the
resolution is, as per our earlier conclusion, that Gd does occasionally
"incline hearts" for Hs own reasons. Thus R Meir was not necessarily praying
in vain when he prayed for Gd to cause themto repent so that they woul d stop
bot hering him

However, since G d does not interfere with hunan power-to-choose without
good reason, R Meir's wife first suggested that he pray for Gd to renove their
evil inclination only with regard to the sin of bothering R Meir, and didn't
suggest immediately that R Mir pray for their repentance. |If this
interpretation is incorrect, we would be troubled by the “and furthernmore”, as
it seens to be the straightforward expl anati on of what was already said! Also,
why didn't R Meir’s wife pray for them herself, as Abba Chil kyah’s wife did?

So certainly it is as we wote above, that doing so woul d have been

i nappropriate, and this story is not identical to the one in Taanit. In this
case, R Mir's wife originally asked only that he pray for the renmoval of their
evil inclination with regard to this specific natter. W have seen that Gd

granted several holy people simlar requests with regard to thensel ves because
it was decreed against themin Heaven*, and that He accepted the decision of the
Men of the Great Assenbly to banish the evil inclination for idolatry entirely.
But to pray for the power-to-choose to be renoved fromthementirely would have
been wrong because of the question rai sed above.

In the end, though, R Meir's wife derived fromthe end of the verse —
“and the wi cked are no nore”, which seens redundant once one has said “let
causers-of -sin cease fromthe earth” — that once he had pernission to pray for
Gd to renpve the “biryoni”’s annoyance fromhim perhaps he was permtted to
pray for their conplete repentance, as King David of blessed nenory had prayed
“Let chattaimcease fromthe earth”, “chattaini with a patach inplying that it
is causative and thus, as Maharshal explains, refers to the evil inclination
whi ch causes sin. She thought that her husband had the right to pray, but that
she herself didn't, since the biryoni were bothering only him But before



wor ki ng through this argunent it never occurred to either of themto pray for
the “biryoni”’s repentance, since for all the above reasons it seened clear that
one ought not to pray that G d conpel the repentance of w cked people who are
steadfast in their rebellion.

It is true — and we are aware — that the Ari z"l wote in The Book of
Directed Meditati ons” and the Gate of Unifications® that he commanded a
particul ar pious man whose son had apostasized to cause the son's repentance by
having that intention in mnd while saying the am dah bl essing “Cause us to
repent” and adding during that blessing the words “Let it be Your will that You
shoul d nake a tunnel under the Throne of A ory and receive in repentance x son
of y, for Your right hand is extended to receive the repentant”. |t seens to ne
that this pious man knew that his son was al ready reconsidering and regretting
what he had done, and as a result his father’s prayer was only assisting his
repentance. This is inplied by the | anguage of the prayer when it says “You
shoul d nake a tunnel”.

I ndeed, the Ari hinsel f° comenting on the ami dah bl essing “On the
righteous”, raises the sane difficulty, and | quote:

“Regardi ng that which we pray “and place our portion anbng them
etc.”,we could perhaps have said say that this is a prayer for Gd
to inspire us to His service, but this is inpossible, as the human
bei ng possesses the power-to-choose.”
I am astonished at his failure to raise the same difficulty with regard to the
am dah bl essing "Return us”. But the truth is that there is no difficulty with
regard to either blessing. The Maharsha expl ains in Berakhot® that these
bl essings follows the principle “One who conmes to purify hinmself, Heaven assists
hi nf® — even though Heaven assists, we view the purification as being caused by
the sinner’s comng forward. This also holds true when one includes oneself
within a congregation that is seeking Gd's favor in this matter.

Perhaps the Ari z”l had a particular difficulty with regard to the prayer
“On the righteous” because in it we ask Gd to place us in the paths of super-
piety, and with regard to super-piety there is no assistance from Heaven at all.

Wth regard to our case, | see a further argunent for leniency. | think
that a father nay pray for his son’s repentance. W find that “a son provides
nerit for his father®”, and thus there is no greater pain than watching him
behave unmeritoriously, especially as we have found that the father is al so
puni shed for the son’s apostasy'f. This is exactly like the story of R Meir as
we have explained it.

For this reason, the people of Izmir are permitted to pray for the child
who has been “captured?” with the apostate. |If physical pain enables us to
pray for another’s repentance how much nore so the pain of the D vine presence!
Al so, since the apostate’s child is a mnor, and we have the principle that “we

are the fathers of orphans™, the child s wellbeing is our concern, and with
regard to such cases we apply the verse “open your nouth on behalf of the
dunb''”. Also, since there is no hope for the child other than via the father’s

repentance, there is roomalso to pray for the father |est he conpletely
assimlate. Perhaps if there is another potential way out for the child one
shoul d pray for that other way to be realized rather than for the repentance of
t he father.
In the prayer-|eader’s book for fast days'/ | have found the follow ng
text:
“Let it be Your will that You should tunnel . . . and those who are
stiff-necked, return themto You in repentance via the thoughts of
repentance in their hearts, so that they return in conplete
r epent ance.”
It seens to ne that this text was witten by a very precise author, and that he
del i berately and appropriately extended the prayer by witing that Gd should
return themvia the thoughts of repentance already in their hearts, thus making
it as if they began repenting on their own and accordi ngly earned assi stance
from Heaven.
This is an appropriate text for praying for all the w cked, even those who
have conpletely left the community and no | onger believe in Divinity, because it



i s inmpossible that even such people won't at |east think about repenting. Gd
will treat their thought as if they it were an actual verbal deed of repentance
for with regard to Jews Gd forges a good thought into a deed. This applies
even to those who have left the community, as “even though he sinned He is stil
aJew'”, as is true with regard to several |aws of interest and marri age™

I n Berakhot Chapter HaRoeh™, a di scussion about a prayer regarding
i dol aters concludes that we say straightforwardly “and return the hearts of
their servants to Your service”. It seems to ne that this is not a prayer that
G d should cause themto repent, but rather a prayer for the eradication of
idolatry, nay it happen speedily and in our day, that will happen in the days of
the Messiah our justifier. He will fill the whole |and with know edge of Gd
thus causing the sinners to repent naturally. This is to ny nind the intent of
this prayer.

Via this explanation we can understand Rabbi Shinmon ben El azar’s cl ai nf°
that even outside Israel we say this prayer, for even outside Israel al
idolaters will eventually convert. This seens difficult: Granted that we pray
for their conversion, what is neant by “they will eventually convert”? But
according to what | have witten this nakes a great deal of sense. Certainly we
cannot pray for this to happen in our day, while hunman bei ngs have the power-to-
choose, that Gd should tilt the hearts of human beings, but rather it refers to
the Utimte future. And Rabbi Shinon ben El azar says “Ilehitgayer”, using the
singul ar, because they will all convert as one. Exanmine this and you will see
it works out easily.

In Ruth RabbahP? this question is asked explicitly regarding that which we
say “and turn the hearts of their servants to serve You with truth”. Ruth
Rabbah asks:

“Do we not therefore turn out to be praying for the w cked?” Said
Rabbi Y: It is witten YBCHR!M — even those who sacked the Tenple
will be treated faithfully.”
It seens to ne that Rabbi Y meant by his answer that since it is witten YBCHR,
we don’t judge themall as w cked people, for whomit is forbidden to pray.
Rat her, nobst of them are considered as conmpelled in that they are nerely
continuing their ancestors’ actions and consider their actions proper, and for
t hose considered conpelled there is hope even if they sacked the Tenple, and it
is for themthat we pray. The explanation of the Anaf is forced, and ny
explanation is explicit in the Yerushalnm there'’, as is the alternate version
and the matter is clear.
I n Masekhet Sotah®® at the end of the first chapter it says:
“and he caused many to return fromsin''"” — He sought nmercy for the
sinners of Israel who do not believe that there is Divinity, that
t hey shoul d repent.”"
Perhaps this is also as expl ai ned above, that they should nerit conplete
repentance as a result of the thoughts of repentance in their hearts. Thus he
prayed only for the sinners of Israel
(More investigation is necessary to explain the problematic Sefer Chassidim
688YY.)
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The Rabbis taught (in a beraita): “Wo would make it that they maintain this
heart of theirs to be in awe of Me and observe all My comandnents forever” —
Moshe said to the Jews: |Ingrates descended fromingrates! Wen The Holy One

Bl essed Be He said to Israel “Wo would nake it that this heart of theirs etc.”,
t hey should have said “You nake it so”!

Ingrates — as it is witten “our soul |oathes this miserable bread”.

Descended fromingrates — as it is witten, “the woman you placed with ne — she
gave ne fromthe tree, and | ate”.

Moshe didn’t even hint to the Jews about the opportunity they had m ssed until
the end of the forty years, as it says “And | led you in the desert forty
years”, and it is witten “and G d did not give you an understandi ng heart”.
Sai d Rabbah: Learn fromthis that a person does not understand his nmentor until
studying with himfor forty years.
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Abba Chil kyah was the grandson of Choni the Crclemaker. Wen the world needed
rain, the Rabbis would send a delegation to him and he would pray, and it would
rain.
Once the world needed rain. The Rabbis sent two rabbis to Abba Chil kyah to ask
himto pray for rain. They went to his house but didn’t find him so they went
to the field and found himplowing. They greeted him but he did not return
their greeting. Wen he took his tools, he put them on one shoul der and his
cl oak on the other shoulder. Al the way honme he wal ked barefoot - when he had
to wal k through water, he put shoes on. Wen he had to wal k through branbl es,
he took his clothes off. Wen he cane to his village, his wife canme out to
greet himall made up. When he cane to his house, his wife went in first, then
he went in, then the rabbis. He sat at the table and cut bread, but did not
invite the rabbis to cut pieces for thenselves. He cut bread for his children —
one piece for the older, two for the younger.
Said his wife to him | know that the rabbis have come about rain. Let’s go to
the roof and pray — maybe G d will have nercy and send rain, and no one wll
know t hat we were the cause, so we won’'t have to receive gratitude.
They went to the roof. She stood in one corner and he in another corner. The
first clouds came from her corner.
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When they cane back down, he said to them Wy have the rabbis cone?
They replied: The rabbis sent us to you so that you would pray for rain.
He replied: He replied: Blessed be Gd who did not nake you dependent on Abba
Chi | kyah!
They replied: W know that the rain canme because of you. But can you explain to
us the astonishing things you did earlier? For exanple, why didn't you return
our greeting?
He replied: | ampaid for ny tine, and | didn't want to give nmy enpl oyer |ess
than full val ue.
Why did you put your tools on one shoul der and your cloak on the other?
He replied: It was a borrowed cloak, and it was lent to cover ne, not to hold
t ool s.
Why did you put on shoes only to cross water?
He replied: Everywhere else | could see the hazards.
Wiy did you take your clothes off to wal k through branbl es?
He replied: Skin heals, but cloth doesn't.
Wiy did your wife neet you at the village entrance all nade up?
He replied: So I would not | ook other women.
Why did your wife go in first, then you, then us?
He replied: Because | didn't know you well.
Wiy did you give the older child one piece of bread, but the younger two pieces?
He replied: The older stays in the house, but the younger one goes to school.
Why did the first clouds cone fromyour wife s side?
Because nmy wife is generally hone, so she gives bread to the poor, which gives
them i nedi ate benefit, whereas | give noney, which gives delayed benefit.
Alternatively, there were sone biryoni in our neighborhood — | prayed for their
deat hs, but she prayed for their repentance, and they repented.
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Mar Ukva woul d send a poor man in his neighborhood four zuzimeach day. One day
the poor man said to hinself: “Let ne see who is doing ne this great favor”.
That day Mar Ukva went early to the study hall, and his wife cane with him
When the poor man saw them at the hinge, he came out to greet them They ran
fromhim They went into an oven whose fire was banked. Mar Ukva's feet
bur ned.
Hs wife said to him “Take your feet and rest themon m ne”.
He becane depressed.
She said to him “I’"min the house and so | give the poor direct benefit”.
Wiy did they go to such an extent? Because Mar Zutra bar Tuvyah said in the
nane of Rav, or Rav Huna bar Bizna in the nane of R Shinmon Chasida, or R
Yochanan in the name of R Shinpbn bar Yochai: It is better to throw oneself
into a burning furnace than to humliate someone el se publicly.
From where do we know this? Fromthe verse “Wen she was being taken out (to be
burnt), she sent a nessage to her father in-law saying: | was inpregnated by the
man to whom t hese obj ects bel ong”.
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R Zayra befriended sonme biryoni in his nei ghborhood so that they would repent,
but the other rabbis objected.
When R Zayra died, the biryoni said: “Until nowthere was that little cripple
to pray for us. Now, who will pray for us?”
They pondered this and then repented.
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Sonme biryoni in R Meir’s neighborhood bothered himgreatly. He responded by
prayi ng for their deaths.
Said Beruria, R Mir's wife: Wat are you thinking? That it is witten “Let

chattaimcease”. Is it witten “chot’inf(sinners)? It is witten “chattainf
(causes of sin)!
Furthernmore, |look at the end of the verse — “and the w cked are no nore”. Once

it is witten that chattai m have ceased, what does “and the wi cked are no nore”
add?
Rather, it neans “pray that they repent”, and thus “the w cked are no nore”.
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The Rabbis taught: One who sees a shrine to Mercury says: “Blessed be the One

who is patient with those who transgress His will”. One who sees a place from
whi ch idolatry has been uprooted says: “Blessed be the One who uprooted idolatry
fromour land. Just as it was uprooted fromthis place, so will it uprooted

fromall places in Israel, and return their servants to Your service”.

Qutside the Land one need not say “and return their servants to Your service”.
Rabbi Shi non ben El azar says: Even outside the Land one nmust say this, for they
will ultimately convert, as it says “then | will convert the nations to a purer
| anguage”.

7. Sotah 14a
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D'NIXY NIXI DN 17 70K D7 XY ,DN'WY 17'K0 17V IR NN 770w 7ap7 XK wpan Nk 0173 :n"apn 17 0
,-"V19' D'YYISYTI KW 021 RUN KINT NN D'YYIS NIXI W91 NINY NN QWX Nnn 79w 7790
NMINQ D'AIXY AW 2PY' ZNX' DNNARD ,79W 270 DIy NXE:7"N 7001WRTD K71 000K 7107 - 027 17 770K DY
JIxXNAl
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R Sinmai taught: Wy did Moshe want so badly to enter the Land of Israel? Did
he need to eat its fruit, or satisfy hinself fromits other goods?
Rat her, Moshe said: The Jews have received nany commandnents that can only be
fulfilled in the Land. Let nme enter the Land so that they will all be fulfilled
under mny | eadership.
Gd said to him Your only purpose is to receive the reward? | wll consider it
as if you had acconmplished this, as it says (lsaiah 53:12) “Therefore | will
give hima portion anobng the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the
power ful , because he poured his soul out to the point of death, and was counted
anong sinners. He bore the sin of many, and interceded for sinners”.

“Therefore | will give hima portion anobng the great” — Perhaps |ike the later
great ones, and not the early great ones? Therefore it says “and he shal
divide the spoil with the powerful” — |ike Abraham |saac, and Jacob, who were
powerful in Torah and mitzvot.

“because he poured his soul out to the point of death” — he declared hinself
willing to die, as it says “if not, please erase ne etc.”.

“and was counted anmpong sinners” — he was counted anong those who died in the
desert.

“He bore the sin of nany” — he atoned for the sin of the Golden Calf.

“and i nterceded for sinners” — he prayed for the sinners of Israel to repent.

a a prayer regarding something that prayer cannot change, e.g. a prayer to change the past — see Berakhot
54a.

b Talmud Berakhot 33b and others

¢ The phrase is taken from a Talmudic dialogue (source?) in which King Chizkiyah tries to avoid having
children because he sees prophetically that his children will be evil, and is told that such calculations are not
for him to make - “what are you doing dealing with these deep secrets of the Torah”.

d Mishlei 21:1. “The heart of a king is like waves of water in the hand of G-d — He inclines it to whichever
side He desires.” Rabbi Landsofer seems to be quoting from memory, as the verse says “king” rather than
“kings”.

e Bereishit 20:6

f Exodus 10:1

g Ezekiel 11:19

h?

i Jeremiah 18:6



j This appears to be a conflation of Zechariah 10:2 and Isaiah 47:13

k Talmud Avodah Zarah 5:1

1 Deuteronomy 5:25

m Talmud Yoma 38a and others.

n See Sukkah 52a, which puts this phrase in the mouth of the righteous when shown the evil inclination
after their deaths (the wicked see it as a mere thread). The Talmudic text is in Hebrew, but Rabbi Landsofer
quotes it in Aramaic.

o In the story, a delegation is sent to Abba Chilkyah to ask him to pray for rain. Abba Chilkyah and his wife
eventually both pray, and their prayer is successful, but the first clouds come from the direction toward which
the wife was praying.

p 10a

q | have found only Sanhedrin 37a. Note that Rashi does translate it there as “unbounded people”, but says
the etymology is “lout”.

r Ezekiel 18:10

s 56a

t Talmud Yoma 66b

u Talmud Ketubot 67b

v Talmud berakhot 10a. R. Meir is harassed by “biryoni”, and prays for their death. Beuriah, R. Meir's wife,
convinces him to pray for their repentance instead.

w See fint. 2

¥ See Talmud Kiddushin 81a, but there is no mention there of requests

y

* Derush 6

aa Shaar 18

bb

cc 10a

dd See ftnt. 13

ee Talmud Sanhedrin 104a

ff?

gg See Talmud Shabbat 68b

hh See Talmud Bava Kamma 37a

ii See Talmud Ketubot 36a and others

ji Derush 67

kk Kiddushin 40a

11 Sanhedrin 44a. See the discussion of this phrase in Jacob Katz, Halakhah Vagabbalah

mm See for example Beit Yosef Even HaEzer 42:5

nn 57b

oo Ibid

pp 3:2

qq Kohelet 9:4

rr See Berakhot Chapter 9 Halakhah 1 (page 13 column 2 in the Venice edition).

ss Sotah 14a

tt Malachi 2:6. The Talmud actually cites Isaiah 53:12 , “and he caused the sins of many to be forgiven”.

“ While this is presented as a quote, and R. Landsofer may have remembered it as such, the Talmud states
only that Moshe atoned for the sin of the Golden Calf and that he prayed for the sinners of Israel to repent.
Vv




