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The Shortest One of All 
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Earlier this week, a bomb scare led to the diversion of a US Airways flight that had taken 

off from Laguardia Airport. According to local police, it was caused by a mistaken belief 

that a religious item was a bomb.  

 

The religious item at issue was none other than a pair of tefillin being worn by a 

passenger. Now – being a little afraid that you might not believe me if I stood up here and 

told you that a guy davening shacharis would be cause for alarm, I took the liberty of 

reproducing the story for you as source number one on your handouts.   

 

According to the Associated Press: 

 

A teenage airplane passenger using a Jewish prayer object caused a misunderstanding 

that led the captain to divert a Kentucky-bound plane to Philadelphia and prompted a 

visit from a bomb squad. 

A 17-year-old boy on US Airways Express Flight 3079 from New York to Louisville was 

using tefillin, a set of small black boxes containing biblical passages that are attached to 

leather straps, said Philadelphia police Lt. Frank Vanore. 

When used in prayer, one box is strapped to the arm while the other box is placed on the 

head. 

"It's something that the average person is not going to see very often, if ever," FBI 

spokesman J.J. Klaver said. . . .  

The Republic statement said the airline would use the event "to further strengthen our 

commitment to both security and customer service." 

 

Shacharis gets all the fanfare. And it’s understandable. Of all our daily prayers, it’s the 

one that’s the easiest to wrap our heads around. We’ve just re-emerged from our slumber 

and there’s a kind of natural reaction – or at least their should be: A human impulse that 

finds a sense of wonder in the dawning of the new day – a sense of the divine in having 

awoken to a world endowed with so much Godliness.  

 

From a rationalist’s perspective, Maariv is really a close second. The hustle and bustle of 

our daily routine has come to an end. There’s a reflective function that gets triggered 

within us. The sun has set. It’s dark. We’re contemplative and perhaps apprehensive of 

what will come tonight and tomorrow. We pause and we turn to Hashem.  

 

As we say in  שמעקריאת  itself – בשכבך ובקומיך – on our waking up and upon our going to 

sleep. These are natural times to turn toward God. 

 

From a practical perspective as well, Minchah is surely the hardest: 

  טור אורח חיים סימן רלב . 2

יזהר בה דא"ר חלבו אמר רב הונא לעולם יזהר אדם בתפלת כשיגיע זמן תפלת המנחה יתפלל ומאוד צריך ל

והטעם מפני שתפלת המנחה שהרי לא נענה אליהו אלא בתפלת המנחה שנאמר ויהי בעלות המנחה ויגש אליהו 
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השחר זמנה ידוע בבקר בקומו ממטתו יתפלל מיד קודם שיהא טרוד בעסקיו וכן של ערב בלילה זמנה ידוע 

מעסקיו אבל של מנחה שהיא באמצע היום בעוד שהוא טרוד עסקיו צריך לשום אותה בבואו לביתו והוא פנוי 

   אל לבו ולפנות מכל עסקיו ולהתפלל אותה ואם עשה כן שכרו הרבה מאד

 

As the Tur writes, our daily schedules create a space for Shacharis and Maariv. Minchah 

requires us to extract ourselves from the hustle and bustle of daily routines. It’s hard. One 

who manages to do it will surely deserve reward. 

 

My question this morning is: What do we make of Minchah? What’s its function? What’s 

its role? It’s so short and so fleeting. What’s its purpose? 

 

This year’s theme at The Jewish Center is tefillah and I like to pause for just a few 

moments to consider a topic and a tefillah that doesn’t get a lot of press.  

 

So let’s take it from the top. Let’s go back to the source. We all know that our three Avos 

instituted our three daily prayers and it was Yitzchak who was מתקן מנחה. How doe we 

know? Rashi, citing the gemara, picks up on the allusion:  

  בראשית פרק כד . 3

  (סב) ויצחק בא מבוא באר לחי ראי והוא יושב בארץ הנגב:

  עיניו וירא והנה גמלים באים:(סג) ויצא יצחק לשוח בשדה לפנות ערב וישא 

  (סד) ותשא רבקה את עיניה ותרא את יצחק ותפל מעל הגמל:

  

Isaac had just come back from the area of Be’er Lechai Ro’i; for he had settled in that 

region in the Negev. Isaac went out to meditate in the field toward evening and, looking 

up, he saw camels approaching. Raising her eyes, Rebbekah saw Isaac and alighted from 

her camel.  

 

  רש"י בראשית פרק כד פסוק סג . 4

  לשון תפלה, כמו (תהלים קב א) ישפוך שיחו: - (סג) לשוח 

 

 is an unusual word. But we can get a sense of what it means if we find the world לשוח

elsewhere in Tanacha. When it appears here in Tehillim. 

 

  

  תהלים פרק קב פסוק א . 5

 תפלה לעני כי יעטף ולפני יקוק ישפך שיחו: 

A prayer for the pauper when he is faint and before the Lord pours forth his supplication.  

 

Now – it’s all well and good that the gemara makes this connection, but it still hasn’t told 

us anything fundamental about Minchah? So let me ask you a different question: Why 

was Yitzchak davening? Why now? Why here? Or to put it a little differently, what was 

Yitzchak davening for?  

 

I’d like to suggest that by understanding the context in which Yitzchak davens Minchah 

for the first time, we may come to appreciate something revolutionary about the purpose 

and function of this tefillah. 
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Let’s just pause for a moment to make a few observations: 

- Where are we in the life narrative of Yitzchak?  

o He’s forty years old. His mother has passed away three years earlier. He’s 

single and his father’s servant, Eliezer, has been dispatched on a mission 

to find him a bride. 

- Where is he? He’s in the south – coming back from באר לחי רואי. 

 

So let me ask you this? What’s באר לחי רואי and what was he doing there? 

Anyone remember someone else who ventured off to a place called באר לחי רואי? 

 

  פרק טז  בראשית. 6

  ל עניך:(יא) ויאמר לה מלאך יקוק הנך הרה וילדת בן וקראת שמו ישמעאל כי שמע יקוק א

  (יב) והוא יהיה פרא אדם ידו בכל ויד כל בו ועל פני כל אחיו ישכן:

  (יג) ותקרא שם יקוק הדבר אליה אתה אל ראי כי אמרה הגם הלם ראיתי אחרי ראי:

  הנה בין קדש ובין ברד: באר לחי ראי(יד) על כן קרא לבאר 

  

Hagar. When Avraham banished Hagar from his home, she finds herself this place called 

  .באר לחי רואי

 

Keep this in mind for just a moment.  

Remember, too, what happens immediately on the heels of Yitzchak’s marrying Rikvah. 

The opening of the very next chapter: 

 

  בראשית פרק כה . 7

  ה:(א) ויסף אברהם ויקח אשה ושמה קטור

Avraham remarries! 

The medrash puts all the pieces together and fills in the gaps in the narrative.  

 

. מדרש הגדול8  

אפשר אתייחד עמה ויהיה אבי יושב  –ר' אושעיה אומר כיון שראה יצחק שאביו שלח לוקח לו אשה אמר 

ח. . . .לבדו? אלא אלך ואחזיר לו את הגר ואמציא לו קורת רו  

 

Where had Yitzchak been? What was he doing in Beer Lechai Roi? He was bringing 

back Hagar – he was bringing back a wife for his widowed father.  

 

Our classic understanding of Yitzchak is one of passivity or loyalty. He’s neither the 

great revolutionary like his father nor does he engage in the complex moral and familial 

struggles of his son, Yaakov. His is typically considered the path of continuity – the 

placeholder between the two giants of the Avos.  

 

But perhaps this medrash is picking up on something crucial. Because something 

unexpected happens in these few pesukim. It’s true: Typically Yizchak follows in the 

literal and figurative footsteps of his fathers. He travels to the same destinations, forges 

the same alliances, digs the same wells.  
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It’s in these pesukim, though, that Yitzchak does something extraordinary. At the 

moment when his own future hangs in the balance – when Eliezer is out seeking his 

future bride, we would have expected to find Yitzchak preparing or davening for his own 

well-being. But in fact – we find just the opposite.  

 

You know what Yitzchak was davening for? According to the medrash it stands to reason 

that he was davening for his father, Avraham. Having just set the stage for a reunion 

between Avraham and Hagar, Yitzchak was davening – not for himself – but for them.  

 

Mincha is the manifestation of Yitzchak’s newfound capacity to break free from the mold 

that had shaped his life up until now. For the first time, he creates an opening within his 

own life narrative to open up a conversation – a שיחה – with Hashem – to seek the good 

of someone else.  

 

Minchah takes place in a field because it’s wide open. It’s a break from the routine – a 

private conversation between man and God in a literal or figurative שדה – outside the 

confines of our daily busy-ness. Minchah allows us to put our own projects and priorities 

aside and be a Yitzchak.  

 

To end a meeting early; to sneak out between appointments; to pause in the middle of an 

important assignment and create the space to be in conversation with Hashem – that’s 

what Mincha is all about.  

 

Far be it from us to understand the ways of the divine. But we know that Hashem 

operates in a way that mirrors our own actions. Just at the moment when Yitzchak 

finishes his tefillah, 

 יו וירא והנה גמלים באים:וישא עינ

He looks up and – behold – his own bride-to-be is approaching.  

Perhaps in the merit of our capacity to break free from our molds, Hashem – so to speak 

will do the same.  

 

Apparently Shacharis these days can be something of a risky business. Minchah – at least 

for the time being – seems to be a safe bet.  

 

Parshas Bo famously tells us החודש הזה לכם. It’s not just that our first obligation as a 

people is to set up a Jewish calendar; it’s our obligation to commit and recommit 

ourselves to every component of daily Jewish living.  

 

You can join us here at The Jewish Center; you can visit godaven.com and find the 

minyan closest to your home or office; like Yitzchak, you can wander out into a field; or 

you can tuck yourself into a corner and find a private place to connect with our Creator.  

 

The location is almost beside the point. Much more important is the chance for us to seize 

an opportunity to pause and reflect on something larger than ourselves – and perhaps 

grow our relationships with Hashem in the process.  


