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This past week our congregation built a Sukkah in Farragut Sqaure, which is right in the heart of downtown D.C.  Hundreds of people came to enjoy pizza with us and sit in our Sukkah together.  We had music and singing and dancing.  It was a great way to celebrate the chag.

And of course, we also had the world’s largest Etrog.  So we allowed D.C. pedestrians to make the blessing on the Four Species (Arbah Minim).   Many Jews stopped by and recited the blessing.   Since we are on the street, even those who are not Jewish and thus not commanded to perform the mitzvah, also expressed interest in the mitzvah.

One man stopped by and asked if he could participate.  I asked him if he was of the Jewish faith.  He said, “No.”  I said, “This is a commandment from our Torah to perform.  We shake the Four Species on Sukkot.  It is a prayer to God.  You are welcome to shake it if you so desire.”  He shrugged and said (as though he was doing a favor for me), “Well, I guess I could shake it.”  As he took the Etrog and Lulav in his hands, I said, “Do you believe in God?”  He said, “No.”  So I responded, “Well…it is a prayer to God.  Why would you take it if you don’t believe and you aren’t Jewish?”  A good question!  He stopped and looked at me and said, “What are you praying for?”  And this time I paused.  That was a good question.  

What are we praying for?  The standard answer that I had been giving that day to first-timers is that we shake the Lulav and Etrog in all six directions as a way of asking God to protect us from every direction and to provide for us in every direction.  But before I could give my standard answer, this man said, “I guess you are praying for guidance from God.  Well, since I don’t believe in God, I might as well not shake it.  And he walked away.”

But he was so right.  On a strictly rational level all we can pray for from God is guidance.  All we can do is declare, “God let me know Your ways.”  For how can we ask God for anything—sustenance, health, or happiness?  Since God is Omniscient, He knows best—far better than we know—what we need.  How can we presume to ask for anything at all?  All we can do is say to God, “Let us understand what You want us to do.  Give us guidance.”

This theme that prayer is about guidance and praise of God, and not a request from God appears in today’s prayers.  On Shemini Atzeret the Hazzan for Mussaf declares the prayer, “mashiv haruach umorid hageshem, God makes the wind blow and brings down the rain.”  The Talmud notes this is not a request for rain, but a “mentioning” of rain.  We are not asking God for rain but rather, reminding ourselves that it is God who causes the rain to come.  


But on Shemini Atzeret we don’t just say “Mashiv haruach umorid hageshem.”  We also recite an entire prayer called Tefillat Geshem, the prayer for rain.  And in this prayer we make requests from God. We say, “Al timnah mayim, God don’t hold back the water. Livracha ve-lo liklalah, give us rain as a blessing, and not as a curse.  Lechayyim ve-lo lemavet, for life and not for death.”  
These are not prayers of guidance or praise, but flat out requests from God.  How do we have the audacity to recite such prayers?

The answer lies in a story from the Talmud as told in Tractate Taanit.  

One year the people were experiencing a terrible drought.  The drought had even extended past the holiday of Purim, and still it had not rained.  So the people sent a message to a man named, Choni Hamaagel, or Choni the Circle-Maker.  They asked him to pray for rain.  Choni prayed, but it did not rain.  So he drew a circle (ag ugah) and stood inside the circle.  He said, “Ribono shel olam.  Master of the Universe!  Your children have turned towards me because I am like a member of your house (ben bayit lefanekhah).  I swear by Your great name that I will not leave this circle until You have pity on Your children.”  It began to drizzle.  Choni said, “This is not the type of rain I requested.  I want it to be a heavier rain.”  It then began to rain with such force that each rain drop was the size of the mouth of a pitcher.  The people then got worried that the rain would be too powerful, so they asked Choni to pray for it to stop raining.  Choni obliged and declared:  “Yehi ratzon milfanechah sheyiseku hageshamim veyehei revach beolam, May it be your will that that the rains should stop and there should be relief for the world.”  Immediately the rains stopped and the people went out and picked mushrooms and truffles.
Choni’s prayer is not a rational prayer.  On a rational level it makes no sense.  How can a mere earthly being communicate with God in this fashion?  But still he prays emotionally and personally addresses God, and nonetheless God listens to him.   It is a purely emotional prayer.  And sometimes emotion can defeat reason.

When the great sage Shimon ben Shetach heard this story he was upset at the way Choni had prayed and spoken to God.  He thought it was disrespectful and petulant.  He sent the following message to Choni: “If you weren’t Choni, I would excommunicate you for your actions.  But what can I do to you?  You sin before God and God does your will.  You are like a son who misbehaves towards his father.  But still the father fulfills his wish.  The son says, ‘Dad: take me to bathe in warm water and then wash me off in cold water.  Give me nuts, almonds, peaches, and pomegranates.’  And the father does everything that the son asks for.” 
Choni’s prayer worked because he was so close with God.  He was a ben bayit with God.  How can a father say “no,” when the son asks for more pieces of cake with a twinkle in his eye or with a sad expression on his pouting face.  That’s how Choni was with God.  He was so close that God could not refuse him.
And when we pray like Choni that is the form of prayer we are using; it is an emotional prayer.  But the catch is that the emotional prayer only works if we have a close relationship with God.  If we are like His ben bayit, a member of His household, then we can pray like Choni.  Otherwise all we have is the disrespectful request without the visceral connection.  And if Shimon ben Shetach were around, he would excommunicate us.

By this point in the season we have an emotional connection with God.  Shemini Atzeret comes at the end of a slew of holidays.  We have been in shul for nearly two weeks straight.  We have repented and worshipped properly and we truly feel close to God.  So we are allowed not only to “mention” rain, but to pray for it as well.  We are allowed to make demands and requests from God that defy reason and logic.  We are so close to God that we are sure He won’t mind.  We pray and beg for rain; we make incredible demands and we expect God to fulfill our prayers.  We are like Choni.
There is another area of our life where emotion overwhelms reason.  This is the area of death.  Often when we think about death it is the logic of emotion that wins.  We sometimes ask for our loved ones to be interceders on our behalf with God, as though this is a logical request.  Many philosophers (including Rambam) note that the very idea of the resurrection of the dead makes no sense logically and yet we pray for it again and again and we believe in it with all our heart.

In this case too, we believe that the power of emotion and our close relationship overwhelms logic.

There is another story about Choni Hamaagel in the Talmud.  One day Choni was walking along the road and he saw an old man planting a carob tree.  Choni asked him: “How long will it take for your carob tree to bear fruit?”  The man told him, “Seventy years.”  Choni said to him, “Will you live another 70 years?”  The man answered, “I found the world growing with carob trees and I want to leave the world growing with carob trees.  Just like my ancestors planted for me, I will plant for my grand-children as well.”  

Choni then fell asleep for 70 years.  When he woke up, he saw that same man picking fruit from that very carob tree.  He said, “Are you the one who planted this tree?”  The man answered, “No, that was my grandfather.”
The whole story is not rational.  How can a man sleep for seventy years!  But that is not the only irrational part of the story.  The idea that we want to provide for someone we will never meet is not rational.  It is not rational but of course, that doesn’t mean it is wrong.  When it comes to death, the logic of emotion overwhelms the logic of reason.

This is the message of the holiday of Shemini Atzeret.  We pray for rain emotionally, not logically.  The very number eight is a reminder that there is a world beyond logic.  The rabbis teach us that eight is the symbol of being beyond reason (mei-al hateva), above the natural world and closer to God.  

This is what Yizkor is about.  It is about going beyond the logic of the rational mind.  It is about the logic of imagination.  Before Yizkor we close our eyes.  We imagine that our loved ones are with us.  We pretend that we can hear them guiding us in our life.  We imagine them holding our hands and celebrating the holiday with us.  We imagine an opportunity to daven with them one more time.  And even though it is not rational, we know, we just know, that it is real.
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