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“[T]he meaning of the liturgy exists not so much in the liturgical text per se as in the
interaction between the litugical text and the biblical intertext. Meaning, in the mind of the

reader, takes place between texts rather than within them.”
Reuven Kimelman, “The Shema’ Liturgy” Kenishta, 1 (2001) p. 28

The First Blessing of the Amidah

1) Blessed are You, YHVH, Our God and
God of our ancestors

2) The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac,
and the God of Jacob

3) The great, mighty, and awesome God
4) God Most High

5) Who performs acts of lovingkindness
6) Creator of All

7) And remembers the lovingkindness of
our ancestors

8) And brings a redeemer to their
children’s children for His name’s sake,
with love.

9) Helping, saving and shielding king!

10) Blessed are You, God, shield of
Abraham.
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1) Context of first blessing

[God] said, “Do not come closer. Remove
your shoes from your feet, for the place on
which you stand is holy ground.

He said: “l am the God of your father, the
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and
the God of Jacob.”

Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to

look at God.
(Exodus 3:5-6)
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2) How Can We Describe God?

There was once one who prayed (the
Amidah) before Rabbi Hanina and said:
“The great, mighty, awesome, powerful,
strong, courageous God.”

Rabbi Haninah said to him: Have you
exhausted all the possible praise of your
Master? Were it not that they were written
by Moses in the Torah and affixed by the
Men of the Great Assembly, we would not
even dare to utter those three
[descriptions]! But you go on adding all
of these?! It may be compared to a human
king who had thousands upon thousands
of gold coins, and people praised him for
owning silver. Isn’t that a terrible

degradation of him?
(Babylonian Talmud Megilah 25a - adapted from
Reuven Hammer, Entering Jewish Prayer, p. 96)
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3) What Do these Adjectives Mean?

For God your God is the God of gods and
the Lord of lords. The great, mighty, and
awesome God who shows no favor and
takes no bribe; who does justice for the
orphan and widow, and loves the stranger,
providing him with food and clothing -
You too must love the stranger, for you

were strangers in the Land of Egypt.
(Deuteronomy 10:17-19)
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3a) How Mighty and Awesome is God?
Rabbi Simon said in the name of Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi: Why were they called
the men of the great assembly? Because
they returned greatness to its earlier place:
Rabbi Pinhas said: Moses established the
form of the Amidah: The great, mighty
and awesome God.

Jeremiah (32:18) said: The great and
mighty God, but did not say awesome.
Why did he say mighty? One who can
watch the destruction of His house and be
quiet is fittingly called mighty.

And why didn’t he say “awesome”?
Because only the Temple is awesome, as
it says (Psalms 68:36): Awesome is God
from his Sanctuary”

Daniel (9:4) said “The great awesome
God” but did not say “mighty”. His sons
have been captured and imprisoned, so
where is His might?

Why did he say “awesome”? For the
awesome things He did for us in the fiery
furnace, He is fittingly called awesome.
When the men of the great assembly
arose, they returned greatness to its earlier
place: The great, mighty, awesome God.
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4) Context of God, Most High

They remembered that God was their
rock, God Most High, their redeemer.

Yet they deceived Him with their speech,
lied to him with their words. Their hearts
were inconstant to Him, they were untrue
to His covenant. But He, being merciful,
forgave iniquity and would not destroy.
He restrained His wrath time and again
and did not give full vent to His fury.

For He remembered that they were but
flesh, a passing breath that does not

return.
(Psalm 78:35-39)
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5) The First Blessing - Alternate version
1) Blessed are You, YHVH, Our God and
God of our ancestors

2) The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac,
and the God of Jacob

3) The great, mighty, and awesome God
4) God Most High, creator of heaven and
earth

5) Our shield, the shield of our ancestors
6) Our security in every generation

7) Blessed are You, God, shield of

Abraham.
(Geniza Fragments, Y. Luger, p. 42)
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6) Whose God is Being Praised?

When he returned from defeating
Chedarlaomer, and the kings with him, the
king of Sodom came out to meet him in
the Valley of Shaveh, which is the Valley
of the King. And Malki-Zedek, king of
Shalem, brought out bread and wine; he
was a priest of God Most High (El
Elyon).

He blessed him, saying:

“Blessed be Avram to God Most High,
creator of heaven and earth. And blessed
be God Most High, who has delivered
your foes into your hand.”

And he gave him a tenth of everything.
Then the king of Sodom said to Avram,
“Give me the people, and take the
possessions for yourself.” But Avram said
to the king of Sodom: “I swear to YHVH,
God Most High, creator of heaven and
earth: | will not take so much as a thread
or a sandal strap of what is yours. You
shall not say: “It is I who made Avram
rich.” For me, nothing but what my
servants have used up; as for the share of
the men who went with me - Aner, Eshkol
and Mamre - let them take their share.
After those things, the word of YHVH
came to Avram in a vision, saying: “Don’t
fear, Avraham, I am a shield for you.

Your reward will be very great.”
(Genesis 14:17-24; 15:1)
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7) Who is Malki-Zedek?

“[Malki-Zedek, king of Shalem] brought
out bread and wine.” (Gen 14:18). R.
Yishmael bar Nahman said: The laws of
priesthood he handed down to (Abraham).
“Bread” - that is the show-bread. “Wine” -
that is the libations. The rabbis said: He
revealed Torah to him: “Come eat my
[wisdom/Torah] bread, drink the wine |

have mixed. (Proverbs 9:5)
(Bereishit Rabbah 9:5)
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8) What’s Wrong with Malki-Zedek?

Rabbi Yishmael taught: God wanted to
remove the priesthood from Shem
(Noah’s son), as it says: Malki-Zedek,
king of Shalem...was a priest to God Most
High. Since he advanced the blessing of
Avraham before the blessing of God,
Avraham said to him: “Does one advance
the blessing of the servant to the blessing
of the master?” God removed the
priesthood from Shem (=Malki-Zedek),

and gave it to Avraham.
(Vayikra Rabbah 25:6)
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9) Continuation of the Biblical Context:
But Avram said: “Lord, YHVH, what can
you give me, seeing that | shall die
childless and the one in charge of my
household is Damesek Eliezer!” Avram
said: “Since You have granted me no
offspring, my steward will be my heir.”
The word of YHVH came to him saying:
“That one shall not be your heir; none but
your very own issue shall be your heir.”
He took him outside and said: “Look
toward heaven and count the stars, if you
are able to count them.” And He added:
“So shall your offspring be.” And because
he put his trust in YHVH, He reckoned it
to his merit.

Then He said to him: “I am YHVH who
brought you out from Ur Casdim to assign
this land to you as a possession.” And he
said: “Lord YHVH, how shall I know that

| am to possess it?”
(Genesis 15:2-8)

Y200 9T YIITTID NI, TN DN VN
YIN

TR Y28 NIDY N 05 1 DIIN DY)
7JI']N \’):n’ 372

M TYP? N7 IR WHN 1M iy T
YT NI PYDN XY WNOND
N)"D20 Vo) NN AN NIPY 7

9907 DI DN D’i‘?‘?n \"'9?* ﬂ@?bvja
VAN Y STYR 202 112 10 NN DIIN
NRTY 7 NAYM Nina

‘1*2‘4?.’-.3\%5_'12%310 N ni’n? N VON N Y
ANYIY NI NINDTIN T2 NNY DY
TYIPNOD YIN NP2 ni_‘n_g: TN INY N




How Can | Pray What | Don’t Believe? - A Case Study
Rabbi Elie Kaunfer - www.mechonhadar.org

10) Overall Framework of Amidah

..Rav Hanina said: The first [three
blessings]: like a servant who organizes
his praise of his master; the middle, like a
servant requesting payment from his
master; the end [three blessings] - like a
servant who received a reward from his

master and takes his leave.
(Babylonian Talmud Berachot 34a)
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11) What Does “Slave” mean?

There is another story about Hanina ben
Dosa who went to learn Torah with R.
Yohanan ben Zakkai, and R. Yohanan ben
Zakkai’s son became sick. He said to him:
Hanina my son, request mercy on him,
and let him live. He placed his head
between his knees and requested mercy on
him - and he lived. R. Yohanan ben
Zakkai said: if I had put my head between
my knees all day long, no one would have
paid attention. His wife said to him: Is
Hanina more important than you? He said
to her: No, but he is like a slave before a
king, and | am like a minister before the
King.

(Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 34b)
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12) What does “slave” mean? - Rashi
Like a slave - a member of the household,
going in and coming out without special
permission.

Like a minister before the king - who is
not used to coming before him.

(Rashi on B Berakhot 34b)
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