
The Ending of the Amidah 
 
 During the last couple of months we’ve heard divrei tefillah about the Amidah, 
one of the oldest and most important parts of our services.   Rabbi Jordan Bendat-
Appell discussed the opening blessings, both as a formula and as a way of approaching 
God. Marshall Steinbaum talked about the climactic expression of transcendance in the 
kedusha, and Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg discussed the middle blessings, special for 
Shabbat, particularly the idea of our Shabbat rest as an offering of our true selves. 
 We turn now to the ending of the Amidah, three blessings common to Shabbat 
shacharit and Musaf, and to daily services as well. Although these blessings may not 
have the awesomeness of those earlier ones which spoke of the mighty God of our 
ancestors, of holiness and covenant and Shabbat, I find the closing three blessings 
intensely personally touching. 
 In the following I’ll be discussing the prayers that appear on pages 118 - 120 for 
Shacharit, and pages159 -161 for Musaf. I’ll quote only parts of the text, and I’ll be using 
a translation I prefer to that in our siddur. 
 The first blessing is called Avodah and refers to a return to Temple worship 
“v’hashev et ha’avodah lidvir betecha.” But, besides reference to the Temple, there are 
the words “r’tzeh ... b’amcha yisrael u-v’t’filatam,” find favor in your people Israel and in 
their prayers. “u-t’filatam b’ahava t’kabel b’ratzon,”  and accept their prayers in love. “u-
t’hi l’ratzon tamid avodat yisrael amecha” and may the service of your people Israel 
always be favorable. The repetition of the words for favor and love give me a feeling of 
prayer as a form of reaching for and perhaps reaching closeness to the divine. And the 
emphasis on community, “your people,” “our prayers,” impresses me with the 
importance and power of davening in a congregation. The avodah blessing ends with 
the words “v’techezena eynenu beshuv’cha l’tzion b’rachamim,” may our eyes behold 
Your return to Zion in mercy. Concrete words like “our eyes” make prayer feel personal 
to me, and the word rachamim (mercy) has touching associations. 
 The next section is called Hoda’ah, grateful acknowledgment. It ends with the 
beautiful words, “v’chol ha’chayim yoducha selah vi’halelu et shimcha be’emet,” all that 
lives will gratefully acknowledge you forever and praise Your name in truth. These 
words remind me of the words which lead into our morning service, “nishmat kol chai 
t’varech et shimcha,” the breath of all that lives praises Your name. There’s something 
very moving in the image of universal gratitude; we are invited to participate in it. 
 The final blessing ends with Sim Shalom; as Rabbi Gertel points out we always 
end with peace, God’s greatest blessing. The words are ecstatic, overflowing with 
wonderful things, “shalom tova u’v’racha chen vachesed  v’rachamin,” peace, goodness, 
and blessing, grace, kindness and mercy. Again there is emphasis on community. We 
ask to be blessed “kulanu k’echad,” all of us as one. We express gratitude for “torat 
hayim v’a’havat chesed u-tzedah u-v’racha v’rachamim v’hayim v’shalom,” the Torah of 
life, a love of grace, righteousness, blessing, mercy, life, and peace.  
 The closing parts of the Amidah remind us of the history of our worship. 
According to the mishna, Rabban Gamliel, chief rabbi of the 1st century CE declared that 
every day one should say 18 benedictions. Hence the shemone esrei. The prayers are 
believed to have originated between 450 and 150 BCE. For centuries Jews davened 
without prayer books and were for the most part illiterate. While the order of the 
eighteen (actually nineteen) prayers was established, specific wordings were not.   



 A piece of this history is evident in the Hoda’ah section. It grew out of the  
Temple service, where daily offerings would be followed by prostration as a token of 
gratitude. We bow when we say modim anachnu lach. But there are two forms of the 
prayer. The Rabbis of the Talmud couldn’t agree on which of many versions of the 
prayer to choose, so opted to include a composite. When the Reader chants the 
Amidah, which we haven’t done in a while, we quietly say the Modim derabanan.This is 
the only part of the Amidah where every individual is required to say something, 
something different from the leader.  While it is fitting to petition God through an 
emissary, it is not seemly to thank Him other than by oneself. The version we say 
silently is about the gift of personal daily life. It goes on to talk of the gathering of exiles, 
showing us that our daily needs must be viewed against a background of collective 
concerns for the Jewish people. 
 A second reminder of how our prayers have evolved through time comes in the 
closing meditation. To ensure inclusion of the shemone esrei in the proper order, 
Rabban Gamliel had ruled that private prayers be deferred until the end of the Amidah.  
The Talmud records a variety of such private prayers. When Amram Gaon codified the 
first prayer book in 9th century Babylonia he included a meditation for people who had 
nothing of their own to add. He chose one composed by Mar, son of Ravina, a 4th 
century amora, or Talmudic teacher. This is the prayer we find in our siddur after Sim 
Shalom. In the 11th century, the first European prayer book was created by Rabbi 
Simcha from Vitry, France. He respected Amram’s choice and mandated it. But since 
then some rabbis and some siddurim have reminded people that this is the point in the 
service for personal silent devotion or private meditation. 
  The words of Mar’s prayer follow logically from the prayer for peace because the 
evil tongue is considered the most insidious enemy of peace. “nitzor l’shoni mera 
u’s’fatai midaber mirma,” we pray. Guard my tongue from evil and my lips from speaking 
deceit. The meditation follows the formula for biblical lament, which begins with 
invocation of God (elohai),  continues with requests (Guard my tongue from evil and my 
lips from speaking deceit. To those who insult me may my soul be silent; may my soul  
be like dust to everyone. Open my heart to Your Torah, that my soul might pursue Your 
commandments.), and goes on with motivations (Do this for the sake of Your name, of 
Your right hand, for the sake of Your holiness, for the sake of Your Torah, for the sake 
of delivering Your beloved.) The closing words “y’h’yu l’ratson imri fi v’hegyon libi 
l’fanecha,” may the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart by acceptable to 
Thee, come from Psalm 19. And we conclude the Amidah with words based in the book 
of Job. These last two lines both parallel the meditation which precedes the Amidah 
(Lord, open my lips …) and echo the prayer for peace of the final benedication.  
 This closing prayer is another example of Rabbi Bendat-Appell’s lesson. Yes, it is 
a formula, and an ancient one, at that. Nevertheless it can touch us deeply. Concrete 
words like my tongue, my lips, my mouth, my heart make the prayer intimate. The 
repetition of pleas for the sake of, for the sake of, for the sake of bring a sense of 
urgency and poignancy. We end our most important prayers by a sincere prayer that 
we’ve been able to pray. 
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