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DESTINY, FREEDOM,
AND THE LOGIC OF PETITION

Though a sharp knife is poised at one's
neck, he should not gainsay mercy.'

[Y]ou cannot do some action, unless you
have some idea how to set about it. |
cannot even try to turn into a frog,
because | wouldn't know how to begin.?

.
A.

The building blocks of Jewish prayer, as represented in the amidah,
are praise, petition, and thanksgiving. Important as praise and
thanksgiving are to the religious individual, the heart of Jewish
prayer is petition. Thus to know how to pray is, in large measure, to
know how to approach our Creator as petitioners. A healthy prayer
life requires a correct appropriation of the petitionary stance. As we
are wont to think of our age as one in which the sense of prayer is not
healthy, it behooves us to investigate the manner in which we
perceive ourselves, or fail to perceive ourselves, as creatures petition-
ing the Almighty.

Some would allege that modern man has difficulty petitioning
God because petition manifests man’s awareness of dependence on
Him. Modern man feels self-sufficient and powerful. If this is the
problem, then the appropriate gateway to petitionary prayer is a
better appreciation of the human condition, its fallibility at the
physical level, its tragedy at the moral level, the threat of ridiculous-
ness whenever human pretensions go unchecked at either level.

For others, profoundly aware of man’s finitude, there is some-
thing unbefitting in the idea of petitioning God as a child would beg
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