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Purposeful Prayer: Shmona Esrei (Part V)
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You graciously endow man with wisdom and teach mortals understanding. Grace us with
knowledge, understanding and discernment that come from You. Blessed are You, Lord,
gracious giver of wisdom.

Approach #1
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R. Jacob ben Asher was born in Cologne ca. 1269 and died in Toledo ca. 1343. In 1303 he fled with all of his family
from Cologne to Barcelona. His main teacher was his father, R. Asher (Rosh), although R. lacob also studied with
his alder brother, R. Yechiel.
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23. For, when he sees his children, the work of My hands, in his midst, who shall hatlow My name, and

they shall hallow the Holy One of Jacob, and the God of Israel they shall revere. 24. And those of straying
spirit shall know understanding, and grumblers shall learn instruction,

Approach #2
5. The World of Prayer (Rabbi Elie Munk, page 131)

1% An8. The first gift for which the Jew prays is
spiritual enlightenment. “Great is Enlightenment for it was
set at the beginning of the daily requests” (Ber. 33a). The
desire for mental alertness and perspicacity, which have been
the secret of Jewish strength through centuries of suffering
and exile, were implanted deep within the consciousness of
the Jewish soul as the very first request which the Jew places
before his Creator. Even on workdays, our first plea is not
for Divine support in the struggle for our daily bread. This
preferential position impresses the lesson upon us that even
our daily work must not be permitted to overshadow the care
for our spiritual needs. Instead the reverse is true: the intense
longing for spiritual energy always takes first place; for to
the -Jew to be a human being always means to strive inde-
fatigably towards spiritual perfection. (cf. "8 $115).



Approach #3

6. The Koren Siddur with commentary of Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks {page 115)

Y Blessing 4: Knowledge. This is the first.of the "requést" blessings.' King
Solamon, when asked by God to name the thing he most desired (1 Kings
3:5-15), asked forwisdom; so do we. Knowledge is prior to.emotion, because
“the-heart is deceitful above all things” ( Jer.17:9). Untutored emotion.can be

misdirected, even destructive. .
This paragraph replicates the structure of the Amida as a whole. It begins
with praise (*You grace humanity with knowledge”), proceeds to request
(“Grace us with the knowledge”), and ends in acknow]edgmeﬁt'(“Who
graciously grants knowledge”). ; o

7. The Hirsch Siddur (page 133)

-

! 2m ank. hyn 31 denotes the true perception of the real nature of

things and conditions. mv is the insight into the interrelationships of things,
to be gained by logical judgment. ¥3% practical wisdom, is the proper ap-
plication of what has thus been learned. The prayer for such mental ability

represents the foremost concern of the Jewish person, taking precedence over
all his other wishes. For the virtues of morality and loyal fulfillment of duty
are very much dependent upon proper understanding. If man lacks wisdom
and insight, his conduct cannot remain free of fault and error. Da'ath, to a
great extent, is a talent given to man which develops by itself in and through
experience. But he cannot acquire bimab without an effort on his own part.
Therefore the term Tabs is employed with reference to binah instead of chonen
which is used in the case of d&ath, ny1 oMY: without Z4’ath, man can never
be truly human. 73 wuky: The acquisiion of bineh requires strenuous
effort to which man may not be equal and for which which he may well
lack the strength; for this reason he cannot atrain binah without the help of
God.
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