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THE RAMBAM’S CONTROVERSIAL
APPROACH TO TEFILLAH
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The fifth principle is that G-d is the only One whom it is fitting to serve, elevate, praise his greatness and subordinate
oneself. We may not act in this way towards anything beneath Him, whether it be an angel, a star, one of the elements,
or anything formed from them since all these have a predetermined nature and have no authority or free will. Rather
they simply do the will of G-d. One should not make them intermediaries to connect with Him. Rather, all our thoughts
should be directed only towards Him. Nothing else should even be considered. This fifth principle forbids all forms of
idolatry and most of the Torah comes to warn against this

A] PRAYER AS LOVE AND KNOWLEDGE OF GOD
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7. Thus the Law distinctly states that the highest kind of worship to which we refer in this chapter, is only possible

after the acquisition of the knowledge of God. For it is said, "70 love the Lord your God, and to serve Him with
all your heart and with all your soul” (Deut. 9:13) and, as we have shown several times, man's love of God is
identical with His knowledge of Him.

Moreh Nevuchim - Maimonides 3:51

1. The issue of whether there is a Torah mitzvah to pray is disputed. The Ramban’s position is that there is no such Torah mitzvah, other than in times of communal
distress. Regular personal prayer for the Ramban is entirely Rabbinic in origin.
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9. [1] The Divine service enjoined in these words must, accordingly, be preceded by the love of God. Our Sages
have pointed out to us that it is a service in the mind, which explanation | understand to mean this: man
concentrates all his thoughts on the First Intellect, and is absorbed in these thoughts as much as possible.

[2] It has thus been shown that it must be man's aim, after having acquired the knowledge of God, to deliver
himself up to Him, and to have his heart constantly filled with longing after Him. He accomplishes this generally
by seclusion and retirement. Every pious man should therefore seek retirement and seclusion, and should only
in case of necessity associate with others. Note: | have shown you that the intellect which emanates from God
to us is the link that joins us to God. You have it in your power to strengthen that bond, if you choose to do
so, or to weaken it gradually, till it breaks if you prefer this. It will only become strong when you employ it in
the love of God, and seek that love: it will be weakened when you direct your thoughts to other things. You
must know that even if you were the wisest man in respect to the true knowledge of God, you break the bond
between you and God whenever you turn entirely your thoughts to the necessary food or any necessary
business; you are then not with God, and He is not with you: for that relation between you and Him is actually
interrupted in those moments. The pious were therefore particular to restrict the time in which they could not
meditate upon the name of God, and cautioned others about it, saying, "Let not your minds be vacant from
reflections upon God" In the same sense did David say, "I have set the Lord always before me; because he is at
my right hand, | shall not be moved" (Ps. 16:8): i.e., | do not turn my thoughts away from God; He is like my right
hand, which | do not forget even for a moment on account of the ease of its motions, and therefore | shall not
be moved, | shall not fail.

[3] We must bear in mind that all such religious acts as reading the Law, praying, and the performance of other
precepts, serve exclusively as the means of causing us to occupy and fill our mind with the precepts of God, and
free it from worldly business; for we are thus, as it were, in communication with God, and undisturbed by any
other thing. If we, however, pray with the motion of our lips, and our face toward the wall, but at the same time
think of our business; if we read the Law with our tongue, whilst our heart is occupied with the building of our
house, and we do not think of what we are reading; if we perform the commandments only with our limbs, we
are like those who are engaged in digging in the ground, or hewing wood in the forest, without reflecting on the
nature of those acts, or by whom they are commanded, or what is their object. We must not imagine that [in
this way] we attain the highest perfection; on the contrary, we are then like those in reference to whom
Scripture says, "You are near in their mouth, and far from their hearts" (Jer. 12:2)

[4] | will now commence to show you the way how to educate and train yourselves in order to attain that great
perfection. The first thing you must do is this : Turn your thoughts away from everything while you read Shema
or during the Tefillot, and do not content yourself with being devout when you read the first verse of Shema, or
the first paragraph of the prayer. When you have successfully practiced this for many years, try in reading the
Law or listening to it, to have all your heart and all your thought occupied with understanding what you read or
hear. After some time when you have mastered this, accustom yourself to have your mind free from all other
thoughts when you read any portion of the other books of the prophets, or when you say any blessing; and to
have your attention directed exclusively to the perception and the understanding of what you utter. When you
have succeeded in properly performing these acts of divine service, and you have your thought, during their
performance, entirely abstracted from worldly affairs, take then care that your thought be not disturbed by
thinking of your wants or of superfluous things. In short, think of worldly matters when you eat, drink, bathe,
talk with your wife and little children, or when you converse with other people. These times, which are frequent
and long, | think must suffice to you for reflecting on everything that is necessary as regards business,
household, and health. But when you are engaged in the performance of religious duties, have your mind
exclusively directed to what you are doing. When you are alone by yourself, when you are awake on your
couch, be careful to meditate in such precious moments on nothing but the intellectual worship of God, viz., to
approach Him and to minister before Him in the true manner which | have described to you-not in hollow
emotions. This | consider as the highest perfection wise men can attain by the above training.
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[5] When we have acquired a true knowledge of God, and rejoice in that knowledge in such a manner, that
whilst speaking with others, or attending to our bodily wants, our mind is all that time with God; when we are
with our heart constantly near God, even whilst our body is in the society of men: when we are in that state
which the Song on the relation between God and man poetically describes in the following words:" | sleep, but
my heart wakes: it is the voice of my beloved that knocks" (Song v. 2) :-then we have attained not only the
height of ordinary prophets, but of Moses, our Teacher, of whom Scripture relates :" And Moses alone shall
come near before the Lord 11 (ibid. xxxiv. 28):" But as for you, stand thou here by me" (Deut. V. 28). The
meaning of these verses has been explained by us. The Patriarchs likewise attained this degree of perfection;
they approached God in such a manner that with them the name of God became known in the world. Thus we
read in Scripture: "The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.... This is My name for ever"
(Exod. iii. 15). Their mind was so identified with the knowledge of God, that He made a lasting covenant with
each of them. "Then will | remember my covenant with Jacob," etc. (Lev. xxvi. 42). For it is known from
statements made in Scripture that these four, viz., the Patriarchs and Moses, had their minds exclusively filled
with the name of God, that is, with His knowledge and love; and that in the same measure was Divine
Providence attached to them and their descendants. ...........

[e] ....... We have already stated in the chapters which treat of Divine Providence that Providence watches
over every rational being according to the amount of intellect which that being possesses. Those who are
perfect in their perception of God, whose mind is never separated from Him, enjoy always the influence of
Providence. But those who, perfect in their knowledge of God, turn their mind sometimes away from God,
enjoy the presence of Divine Providence only when they meditate on God; when their thoughts are engaged
in other matters, divine Providence departs from them. .............

Extracts from Moreh Nevuchim 3:51 (my paragraph breaks, numbering and emphasis)
The Rambam’s concept of prayer is thus one where a person contemplates G-d through focus on the meaning of the
words of the prayers. This leads a person to knowledge of G-d which in turn creates the connection through which
Divine Providence can attach to a person. In this sense the prayers are ‘answered’
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B] INTERMEDIARIES IN PRAYER

B1] MELACHIM
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Idolatry is NOT in essence a denial of G-d. It is the following attitude - ‘I can get what I need without having to form
a connection with G-d but rather through some subsidiary means’
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What would the Rambam feel about this? Interestingly, he does NOT bring this halacha. Nevertheless, it IS brought in
the Shulchan Aruch. It seems reasonable that the Rambam would not have been too happy to say the 3rd verse of Shalom

Aleichem, which Ashkenazim say on Friday night’

Note that some people say after Shalom Aleichem the verse o1-191 NDYN a1 TNNY DY ', 922 TIDYY 79 182 ¥anIN 13

to show that they understand that the melachim have no independent power
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19. Every act of God is described as being performed by angels. But "angel" means "messenger"; hence every one
that is entrusted with a certain mission is an angel ............... When we assert that Scripture teaches that God

rules this world through angels, we mean such angels as are identical with the Intelligences.

Moreh Nevuchim - Maimonides 2:6
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2. Or perhaps even the wording towards the end of Bircat Hamazon - m% 199y 079y vt 0y93, which also does not appear in the Rambam’s nusach of benching

brought at the end of his Hilchot Tefilla
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B2] PRAYING AT KEVARIM?
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B3] SEGULOT

B4] TZADIKIM
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3. See also »m 0 N PHN O»N NN NYN NN "W for a thorough analysis of the issues of praying through melachim and at graves




