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SELF FULFILLMENT AND ENLIGHTENMENT THROUGH PRAYER
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons

Series V - Lecture |

THE POWER OF PRAYER
How Praying Can Effect Changes Within Y ou and Within the Cosmos
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Rabbi Elazar Hakappar says. Jealousy (desire for exclusive control over someone else's
property i.e. power), lust (pleasure), and glory or honor (pride) remove a person from the
world (both physical and spiritual). Avoth 4:21
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The following are the mitzvoth (precepts) whose fruit one enjoys in this world but the
principle remains for the person in the World to Come: Honoring one's father and
mother, bestowing kindness, visiting the sick, hospitality to guests, early attendance at
the house of study (Beth Midrash) morning and evening, bringing peace between one
man and another and between a husband and wife - and the study of Torah is equivalent
to them all. Siddur - Nusach Sefardi
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Ben Zoma says . . . Who is [truly] honored? A person who honors others, as it is stated
(Samuel 1 2:30), “I will honor those who honor Me, and those who scorn Me shall be
disgraced.” Avoth 4:1
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Rehaba said in the name of Rav Y ehudah: Whoever sees a person’s earthly remains [on
the way to burial] and does not accompany it comes under the category of “He that
mocks the poor blasphemes his Maker” (Proverbs 17:5). And if he accompanies it, what
is his reward? R. Assi says: To him apply the texts, “He that is gracious unto the poor
lends unto the L-rd,” (Proverbs 19:17) “And he that is gracious unto the needy honours
Him.” (Proverbs 14:31). Berachoth 18a
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Ben Zomasays . . . Who is [truly] powerful? A person who subdues his passions as it is
stated in Scripture (Proverbs 16:32), “He who is slow to anger is better than a powerful
man, and a master of his passions is better than a conquerer of acity.” Avoth 4:1
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Shimon HaTzaddik (the Righteous) was one of the last of the Men of the The Great
Assembly. He used to say: The world is based upon three things. The [study of] Torah,
Divine Service, and the practice of loving kindness. Avos 1:2
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The wise shall inherit honor; but fools shall get shame. Proverbs 3:35
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“The wise shall inherit honor; but fools shall get shame.” Proverbs 3:35. The only true
honor is Torah. The proof is that from the beginning of the Book of Chronicles starting
from the verse, Adam, Seth, Enosh, etc. we don't find that any of them were honored
until it reached Jabez as it is stated, (Chronicles | 4:9) “And Jabez was more honorable
than his brothers.” Why does Scripture mention his honor? Because he toiled in the study
of Torah. (Ibid. verse 10 - see Midrash) Thisisin fulfillment of the verse, “ The wise shall
inherit honor”. Similarly we find in regards to Aaron it is written (Malachi 2:6), “The
Torah of truth wasin his mouth” (referring to Aaron). What did the Holy One, blessed be
He, say to Moses (Exodus 28:2), “ And you shall make holy garments for Aaron your
brother for glory and for beauty.” All of this was in the merit of the Torah which he toiled
[to understand]. This is a fulfillment of the verse (Prov. 3:35), “The wise shall inherit
honor.” Midrash Shemoth Rabbah 38:5
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. The Image of G-d and the Empowerment of Man
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This is the meaning of the verse (Gen. 1:27), “And G-d created man in His image, in the
image of G-d did He create him,” and the verse (lbid 9:6), “For in the image of G-d did
He make man.” For just as He, may His name be blessed, is the master of all of the forces
that exist in all of the worlds, which He arranges and guides every instance through His
will, so, too, did His Divine Will empower man and gave him control over the intensity
(literally opens and closes) of these millions of forces and worlds. According to man’s
actions, speech and thought, based upon the higher spiritual source of one’'s soul, does a
person constantly regulate every detail of the Providential system. It isasif man was also
master of the world’s forces. Our Sages of blessed memory, stated in the Midrash Eichah
Rabbathi (on the verse, “. . . and they went without strength.” Lamentations 1:6): Rabbi
Azariah in the name of R. Yehudah bar Smon said: When Israel fulfills the Divine will
they add strength to the Divine Power, as it is stated in Scripture (Psalms 60:14),
“Through G-d (Elokim) we will exercise power.” When Israel doesn’t do the Divine will,
in a sense, we are weakening the immense power of Above, as it is stated in Scripture
(Deuteronomy 32:18), “ You have weakened the Rock that gave birth to you.” In addition,
the Zohar states in many places, “ The sins of mankind create a flaw in the upper world
etc.” And, as stated above, the opposite is also true. This is what is meant by the verse
(Psalms 68:35), “ Give strength to G-d.” The Zohar at the beginning of Parshath Bo states
regarding the verse (Job 2:1), “ And the day arrived and the angels came to stand over
G-d”: When they desire to [get the power to] stand through the deeds of Israel, they are
truly standing through [the power of] G-d. For when Israel does actions that are
incorrect, they, in a manner of speech, weaken the strength of the Holy One, blessed be
He. And when they perform positive acts they give strength and power to the Holy One,
blessed be He. This is the meaning of the verse, “ Give strength to G-d.” How is this
done? Through positive deeds.” For this reason the word for G-d that is used is “Elokim”
Similarly we find the same usage in the verse, “Through G-d (Elokim) we will exercise
power”. The term is understood to mean: The Master of al forces. Sefer Nefesh
HaChaim Part | Chapter 3
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Thisis similar to what the Zohar writes (Yithro 75b), “When the Holy One, blessed be
He, created the man, He arranged within him [in miniature] the entire mystical supernal
system and the entire mystical physical system. All of them are engraved in man, for he
was established to be in the image of G-d (Elokim), as it is written, “And G-d created
man in Hisimage.” . . . In the Zohar (Parshath Terumah 165b) [it iswritten],” ... Inthat
name (the Tetragramaton) are included all of the 613 commandments which encompass
the entire mystical supernal system and the entire mystical physical system. . . . All of the
commandments are actually parts and organs [of the spiritual corpus] through which one
can gain a perspective of the secrets of the Torah. One who neither pays attention nor
observes the secrets contained within the commandments of the Torah, doesn’t know or
see how the body parts [of a human] can become elevated. The parts of the body can
become compl etely elevated through the commandments of the Torah .. .” ... Thisisthe
simple reason that the verse (Gen. 1:26), “Let us make man,” uses the plural form. This
implies that al of the creation gave their respective powers and portions in the structure
of man so that he includes all of them and is connected to them all, as it is elaborated
upon in the Tikunei Zohar Chadash 89a and in the Riya Mehemna Pinchas 219b.
Similarly, R. Chaim Vital, of blessed memory, in his Shaar HaKedushah Part 3 Section 2
and in Likutel Torah Parshas Tisa and in the Parshah of HaAzinu. (c.f.) This is the
meaning of the Midrash Beraishith Rabbah Parshath 8:3 - “And G-d said, ‘Let us make
man’” (Gen. 1:26) With whom did He consult? Rabbi Y ehoshua in the name of Rabbi
Levi said, “[He consulted] with the work of the Heaven and the [holy] Ark.” Rabban
Shimon ben Gamlid said, “He consulted] with the handiwork of each day.” Sefer Nefesh
HaChaim Part | Chapter 6
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[In the Zohar of] Parshath Metzora 55a [it is written], “Every word that comes out of a
human mouith rises [to the worlds] above and breaks through the barriers and rests in its
designated place.” [Similarly, in the Zohar] at the beginning of Parshath Naso [it is
written], “[Every] word that comes out of a human mouth rises [to the worlds] above and
breaks through the barriers and rests in its designated place.” This is because everything
that issues forth from the mouth makes an impact upon the supernal worlds and energizes
a higher force. Positive speech imparts new power unto the forces of sanctity, as it is
stated (Isaiah 51), “And | will place my words in your mouth . . . in order to plant in the
Heavens. ..” In the Zohar of Parshath Emor 105a[it iswritten], “Thereis no word [that
doesn’t make an impact] . . . [When] one expresses a holy word of the Torah, it turns into
a sound (vibration) and rises to the higher worlds and energizes the holy [angels] of the
supernal King and they crown His head [with these vibrations]. In this manner joy exists
in the higher and lower worlds.” Sefer Nefesh HaChaim Part | Chapter 13
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Thisis the Torah of man. When a person isinvolved in Torah for its own sake (lishma),
in order to guard and fulfill all that is written in it, he purifies his [entire] body from his
head to his feet. Thisis similar to [our Sages'] exposition (Berachoth 16a), “What is the
meaning of the juxtapostion of tents and [river] valeys (see Numbers 24:5-6)? Just as
river valleys can elevate a person [through immersion] from a state of impurity to a state
of purity, so too tents [where Torah is studied] can elevate a person from the scale of
guilt to the scale of merit.” And just like [our Sages, of blessed memory,] expounded
regarding purifying the impure in a mikveh (Lev. 15:16), “All of his flesh in the water”
implies that the amount of water should be such that a normal person can immerse
himself within it (See Eiruvin 4b), so too in regards to the Torah, [it should be studied in
amanner] that the whole body isimmersed within it. [Our Sages have calculated that this
is 1x1x3 cubits. This alludes to the three worlds (beria, yetzira, assiyah), [to the three
parts of the spirit:] nefesh, ruach, neshamah, and to the actions, speech and thought of the
Torah.] and just as the entire body of the person becomes elevated and purified through
one's involvement in the study of the Torah and fulfilling the mitzvoth, in like manner
does this occur to al of the worlds which correspond to the structure of the human body
as we discussed in the sixth chapter. They become purified and elevated. The upright
person who truly serves Hashem will not divert his mind and thoughts during the time of
his service to Him, may his Name be blessed, even if they be directed for the person to
purify his own body and spirit. Rather his pure thoughts and intentions should be directed
towards Heaven and the restoration and purification of the sacred worlds. Sefer Nefesh
HaChaim Part | Chapter 13
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. The Power of Prayer
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The fact is that the word baruch, blessed, [in a benediction - beracha] is not an
expression of praise or acclamation asit is commonly understood. The proof is that when
[Hashem] asked R. Yishmael, “Yishmael, my son, bless me,” he didn’t express any praise
in his blessing but rather articulated a prayer and a plea for mercy. Similarly we find in
the tractate Bava Metzia (114a) which expounds on the verse (Deut. 24:13), “And [return
the security to the borrower so that] he bless you (the lender).” [The Talmud comments:]
This excludes hekdesh (when the Temple is the creditor it does not have to return the
security given to it) for it does not need a blessing. The Talmud then asks: But thisis not
so! Behold it iswritten (Deut. 8:6), “And you shall eat and bless [Hashem].” Thetruthis
that the word baruch implies addition and multiplication. This is similar to the phrases:
(Gen. 33:11), “Please take my present (birchathi) . . .” - (Exodus 23:28), “And Hashem
will bless your bread,.” - (Deut. 7:13), “And Hashem will bless the fruit of your womb,”
and many other similar verses which are impossible to be understood as expressions of
praise or acclamation, but rather as an expression of addition or multiplication. . . .
However the concept of blessing Him, may His name be blessed, is not referring in any
manner to the very essence of the unique L-rd, may He blessed. Heaven forfend! For He
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is above and beyond [receiving] any blessing (addition or multiplication). The concept is
as stated in the Zohar that the Holy One, blessed be He, is both hidden and revealed. For
the essence of the En Sof (Infinite), blessed be He, is hidden beyond imagination. Heaven
forfend to describe Him by any name. Even the Tetragrammaton (the four letter name of
Hashem that implies eterna existence) does not even begin to describe Him. . . . The
aspect of Him which we can comprehend in some small way, and by which we refer to by
using different descriptions, proper names, sobriquets, and attributes, as is found in the
Torah and the formula of prayer, is in reference to His relationship to the worlds and the
forces that have existed from creation, i.e. how He arranges them, invigorates them and
guides them according to His will. [These are what is known as the sefiroth]. These
names, sobriquets, and descriptions correspond to the various changes in the systematic
conducting of the worlds as they impact on the other worlds, whether with strict justice,
or kindness or compassion, through the higher forces and their combinations. For every
separate component in the system of Hashem’'s leadership has a separate name or
description. This is indicated by the very names, such as Rachum (Compassionate) or
Chanun (Gracious), which refer to His compassion and grace vis a vis the creation. Even
the Tetragrammaton is not refering to Him Himself but rather in terms of how He relates
to the worlds. Its definitions: was, is, and will be, and the Force that is the source of all
existence, is referring to how He is connected to the worlds, according to His will to
perpetuate their existence constantly. This is what the Arizal meant when his holy tongue
said, asis quoted in the preface to the Pri Etz Chaim, that all of the sobriquets and proper
names are names of His essence as it spreads throughout the Sefiroth. Sefer Nefesh
HaChaim Part || Chapter 2
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Our entire comprehension of Hashem, so to speak, is restricted to His relationship with
the worlds and His suffusion with them. . . . For this reason, the Men of the Great
Assembly instituted the formula of al the benedictions both in the second person and the
third person. They began with “Blessed are You” which isin the second person and they
continued on with, “Who commanded us’” which is in the third person. [The reason for
thisig] that from the aspect of His connection, according to His will, with the worlds, we
do have somewhat of a grasp of Him, and therefore say, “Blessed are You”. For the
worlds need an added infusion and increase of blessing from His Essence that is
connected with them. This is the concept of “King of the universe’, as is stated in Riya
Mehemna, “When He comes down to rule over them and He suffuses [the force of His
Essence] on the creations etc.” He Who commands us and sanctifies us is solely the
Essence of the Blessed En Sof (Infinite One), Who is totally hidden from us. That is why
they instituted the benediction in the third person, “He who has sanctified us and
commanded us.” Sefer Nefesh HaChaim Part || Chapter 3
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For this reason we preface every benediction with the words, “Y ou, the L-rd [Who is the
source of al existence], King of the universe,” which implies that the existence of the
worlds, their connection with Him and His rulership over them isaresult of Hiswill. Itis
therefore our request from Him that the Source of the Divine Will shall become blessed
that He continue to rule over the worlds. Sefer Nefesh HaChaim Part 11 Chapter 4
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Just like the connection and preservation of the soul in the body is dependent upon eating
and drinking, for without them the soul would separate from the [lifeless] body and
ascend from the body, so too is the connection between the Essence of Hashem and the
worlds, which is the Divine mystery of “The Great Man” (i.e. the Divine worlds that are
patterned like that of a human but whose soul is Hashem), [was designed similarly]. In
order that He arrange these worlds, preserve them and not rgject them, the Divine Will
decreed that they be dependent upon the study of Torah and the fulfillment of the
mitzvoth and the Divine service of prayer of the Chosen People. Without them, Hashem
would remove His Essence from these worlds and they would instantly revert to total
nothingness. For this reason our Sages, (Taanith 3b) commenting on the verse (Zechariah
2:10), “Like the four winds of the heavens have | scattered you (Isradl) . . .”, said, “Just
like the world cannot exist without the winds, so too, the world cannot exist without
Israel.” Sefer Nefesh HaChaim Part || Chapter 6



