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[ wo .. JACOB J. SCHACTER * Ixxvi

merit of those called the lily”; “Pleasc, You who epitomize cach attribute,
[ plead for mercy for them (amhy mnm wpa )"

However we formulate these prayers during these centrally important
days, we recognize the sovereignty of God and pray to Him for mercy
and forgiveness."w®

Our Search for God
Throughout the Selihot service we repeatedly describe our yearning to
find God and experience a sense of closeness to Him. Toward the end of
the daily Selihot service we recite, “Let us find You when we seck You, as
it is written Qum:p.ﬁ.c:c:&\ 4:29), ‘And if from there you seek the Lorn
your God, you shall find Him, when you seek Him out with all your heart
and with all your soul (prine mm=r own nmepm SANIY 1D NIWPIR 1YL KYRT
Tesram Ay baa v e nkym)”

Note that the ver

e begins in the plaral (mpwpa) and continues in the
singular (meym). One could suggest that many people start off wanting

to seek God but only a few are able to put in the effort nece ssary to be
successful. Rabbeinu Balya ben Asher, however, presents an opposite

189. See pages §64--65.

190. For more arguments and sources about this is ue, see Daniel Goldschmidt, Seder

Seliliot KeMinhag Lita, 1x-12; Yeshaya 1zvi Braver, Shomea Tefilla (New York, 1997),
280--88; Shlomo Sprecher, “HaPolmus al Amirat ‘Makhnisei Rahamim?’ 706--29;
reprinted, with some additions, in Yeshurun 36 (2017): 828--62; Rabbi Aharon Levi,
Yashmi'einu Salahti Selihot (Jerusalem, 1998), 26-28; Marc B. Shapivo, The Limits
of Orthodox Theology: Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles Reappraised (Oxlord and
Portland. 2004), 78~86; Rabbi Yaakov Weingarten, Seder HaSelihot HaMeforash
HeHadash (Jerusalem, 2016), 38-42; Seder Selibot Hamevoar: Metivta (2019), 1124,
11415,
This issue was also raised in the context of visiting a cemetery to pray either at the
graves of loved ones or those of universally acknowledged righteous jews. ‘The con-
cern raised by many is that it would be inappropriate to direct prayers to them as
opposed to God. ‘There is a large literature addressing this. Sec, lor ¢ unple, Rabbi
Yeshaya Tevi Braver, Shome'a Tefilla, 22.4-26, 236--38; Elliol Horowitz, Speaking to
the Dead: Cemetery Prayer in Medieval and Early Modern Jewry," "the Journal of
Jewish Thought and Philosophy 8 (1999): 303-17; Mashe Halamish, “Hishtathut al
Kevarim BeElul UBeTishrei,” Beheyoto Karov, 77 -86; Lucia Raspe, “Sacred Space,
Local History, and Diasporic Identity: The Graves of the Righteous in Medieval and
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Ixxvii * THE POWER AND SIGNIFICANCE OF SELIHOT

perspective. He writes that had the verse concluded in the plural, one
would think that God responds only to the prayers of a group which
secks Fim, due to the merit of approaching Him with numbers, citing
the talmudic statement ( Berakhot 8a) that “The Holy One, Blessed-is-He,
does not despise the prayer of the masses” Regrettably, one would have
the impression that He would not respond to an individual person. It is
for this reason, he continues, that the verse concludesin the singular, to
teach that God will also respond to individuals when they seek Him with
all their heart and all their might."!

RabbiJoseph B. Soloveitchik reflected on this verse in the following way:

The word bakashateinu does not mean “our request”; it means “our
search.” We plead with God to answer us, but whatare we searching
for? We are searching to be close to God. Livery person wants to feel
the touch of the hand of God on his shoulder. In our ceaseless quest
for God, we plead that He permit Himself to be found. We pray that
it should be easy to find God. The recitation of Selihot is not complete
without the statement of unw 2305 K. tis the last plea before we
stand for the solemn prayer of Shema Koleimu, and it is the purpose,
objective, and ultimate end of all prayers. We pray that God should
establish a relationship with us; that He should notbe transcendent
beyond man’s reach and that man should not flee from him.'"*

Rabbi Yoel Teitelbaum, asks two questions. First, the verse begins with
the verb “seek (mmwpm),” as in “And if from there you seek the Lorp
your God,” which presupposes conscious effort and deliberate work, and
then it continues with the verb “fnd (rexn),” as in “you shall ind Him,”
which connotes happenstance or serendipity. Is a positive response to our
search dependent on our effort or is it forthcoming almost automatically?
Secondly, how comforting is this promise if the verse dearly predicates
finding God on the condition that “you seek Him out with all your heart
and with all your soul” Who can possibly reach such a high bar, seeking
God so purely and so fully?
1. Beiur al HaTora, Deuteronomy 4:2¢. See Netziv, Haanek Davar, ad loc., for a different
interpretation.
w2, See The Koren Mesorat Harav Kinot CA:F,_:,_E.:E_E? 201}, 243, based on Jacob J.
Schacter, ed., The Lord is Righteous in All His Ways, 108,
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Rabbi Teitelbaum suggests that in order to grant us the ability to ap-

proach God in prayer, even though we know that we could never fully

“seek Him out with all your heart and with all your soul,” God promised us
that if we make an effort to seek Him “from there (own),” from whatever
level of sincerity we can achieve on our own, He will help us to “find” this
higher level of full engagement with Him. We recognize that we could not
possibly achieve that level on our own, as a result of our “seeking”; rather,
it will only be possible with the help of God. We will only be able to “find
it” as a result of a gift from a caring and compassionate God."?

We express this desire to connect with God in a personal and mean-
ingful way often in our prayers. In the Kedusha prayer we recite as part
of the Shabbat Shaharit service we beseech God to reveal Himself from
His place and reign over us “for we are waiting for you." We long for God
to come close to us, for us “to feel the presence of the Almighty and the

gentle pressure of His hand resting upon my frail shoulders.””

This notion appears elsewhere in the Selihot service as well. For
example, toward the end of the daily service, we recite that we, “Your
people and Your portion hunger for Your goodness, thirst for your loving
kindness, [and] crave Your salvation (>awn 7700 %0y 130 1237 b qay
vun).” We also state, “I am shattered by longing, like a deer for flowing
streams Anqwﬁawmmu&w uﬁaa_._v .aﬂu.yv: (Seliha 6);'9% “our innermost source

yearns for You (i 1 mip 1ipn)” (Seliha 22)."9¢ We don't just want to
connect to God; we long for God and we yearn for God. Let us try, with

all the sincerity we can muster, to reach out to God and, in the merit of
that genuine effort, be granted the gift of “finding” Him.

It is clear that much effort has been invested in formulating the most
meaningful and appropriate words with which to approach God during
these crucially important days. May we recite them with the thoughtful-
ness and intention that they deserve, and may God see fit to respond to
our prayers, for ourselves, our families, our communities, our people,
and our world.

193. See Rabbi Yoel Teitelbaum, Selihot Divrei Yoel, 62--63.

194. For this formulation, see Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “A lribute to the Rebbitzin
of Talne,” 77.

195. See below, pages 98-99.

196. See below, pages 382-83.
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