
Rosh Hashanah Drush 5767 – Day 1: Why We Pray on Rosh 

Hashana? 

- Yossi Michalowicz.  

On the Upper West Side of NYC lived an assimilated Jewish man who was now a very militant 

atheist. But he sent his son Morris to Trinity School because, despite its denominational roots, it 

was a great school and completely secular.  

 

After a month, the boy came home and said casually, "By the way, Dad, I learned what Trinity 

means! It means 'The Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.'"  

 

The father could barely control his rage. He seized his son by the shoulders and declared, 

"Morris, I'm going to tell you something now and I want you never to forget it. Forget this 

Trinity business. There is only one God... and we don't believe in him!" 

If you look at the schedule for Rosh Hashanah and for Yom Kippur, it becomes clear that there is 

one thing that we do more than anything else – PRAY. From 8 -1 on both days. When you add 

Mincha/Maariv, it comes out that we will spend about 12 hours praying over this holiday. Yom 

Kippur is probably another 12 hours.  

 

If you take a careful look you will notice that even all the Torah and Haftorah readings and their 

main themes deal with prayer: 

1. First day Torah reading is Yishmael praying to G-d to save his life 

2. Haftorah for first day is Chana praying for a Child. 

3. Second Day Haftorah is “Rachel crying for her children.” 

 

All told, we will spend about 1 full today – 1/3 of the entire High Holidays will be spent on 

praying. That is a major investment of time. If that is the case, then the following observation 

which I heard from a wise person, will give us reason to pause for thought: 

 

“Praying is something everyone does, but that too few of us do it well!” 

 

This statement means the following: Most of us are spending a lot of time on Rosh Hashanah in a 

less than productive manner. This may also explain why we find it challenging to attend services 

from the beginning to the end. Many of us don’t feel that we get a lot out of our prayers, and it 

can become a not enjoyable task. So many of us try to avoid it as much as possible and pray for 

the minimum amount of time as possible. 

 

Why is it do you think that people don’t pray so well? There are many reasons, but two of them 

are: 

1. Some of us may feel that we don’t deserve to get our prayers answered. If we are honest with 

ourselves, we know who we really are, and we really don’t deserve being answered. Or even if 

we are good people, we may be truly asking for more than we deserve. 

2. Some of us think that we DO deserve it, and since we do deserve it, we need not ask. G-d 

knows what is best for us, and will give us what we need, even without us praying. 



 

Either way, there doesn’t seem to be a point to praying. 

 

Another issue to consider: Rosh Hashana is the Day of Judgment. Hashem is rendering the 

judgment today based on this past year’s actions we have done. Now we know that G-d’s 

judgment is fair. Where does prayer come into the picture? If he has judged us for a good year, 

then there is nothing to ask. We deserve it, and we should get it. If he has judged us for worse, 

asking should not change anything. For example, if we go to a civil court, do we pray to the 

judge right before he renders a decision? Never! It will not change a thing! So why are we 

praying so much? 

 

However, there is another observation which I heard from another wise person: 

 

“If we knew the power of our prayers, we’d be praying all day long!” Let’s spend some time 

explaining why this is true. 

 

King David says in Psalms 81;11: “I am Hashem, your G-d, who raised you out of the land of 

Egypt; Open wide your mouth and I will fill it.” 

 

Question: What need is there to include the clause: “who raised you out of the land of Egypt?” 

 

There is another question we can ask: Why did Hashem indeed take the Jews out of Egypt – after 

all, did they deserve it? Weren’t they on the 49th level of impurity? Hadn’t they abandoned 

nearly all semblance of Jewish observance? 

 

The answer is, as it says in the book of Exodus: “And the children of Israel groaned because of 

the work and they cried out. Their outcry because of the work went up to G-d. G-d heard their 

moaning, and G-d remembered His covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob.” What 

happened over here? The Jewish people had been in Egypt for so many years, things got so bad, 

that they lost all hope of getting out of Egypt. Then they finally did something – THEY 

PRAYED!!!  

 

The Torah is teaching us a powerful lesson: Even if you do not have the merits and do not 

deserve something, prayer can still help. 

 

As R’ Elchonon Wasserman explained to a person who doubted that G-d would answer his 

request because he felt undeserving: “The issue does not depend on anything except if you put 

your trust in G-d. As King David says: “He who puts his trust in Hashem, Kindness will 

surround him.” 

 

Normally, merits help, and are the determining factor in a judgment – but prayer can go beyond 

what merits can do. Why? Because prayer is the greatest merit possible – because real honest 

prayer is the result of putting your trust in G-d. A Prayer saturated with trust in G-d can make all 

the difference in the world in getting your prayers answered today! You have upgraded your 

prayer from a monotonous, boring chore to an impassioned plea. If you trust G-d to help you – it 

prompts Him to do it! That belief and trust in G-d’s power to help, evokes the infinite will of G-d 



to help us. But He only helps those who really want and seek out His help. 

 

Rabbi Shabsi Yudelevitch once related this true story that delivers a poignant message about the 

sincerity of prayer and what one can achieve through it [“Touched by a Story 3”, pg. 179]:  

 

Somewhere in Peru, there was a postal worker who was looking at a peculiar letter. He had never 

seen anything like it before. The letter was addressed to “G-d.” No return address and no name. 

The simple solution would have been to open the letter; however, time-honored custom in Peru 

was never to open someone else’s letter. Some pointed to superstitions, others to tribal curses 

that had been placed on the one who violates the custom. Regardless, now he was in a quandary 

as to what to do with the letter. 

 

Having brought the mysterious letter to each of their respective supervisors, the postman had no 

idea what the next step would be. The unusual envelope had caused quite a stir in the media and 

it caught the attention of several government officials. After weeks of being shuttled from office 

to office in the Peruvian government, the letter landed on the desk of the Prime Minister himself. 

 

Prime Minister Espinoza brought the envelope into his private chamber, grasped his elegant 

silver letter-opener, and gently sliced open the small crumpled envelope. Out fell a note written 

in large lettering. He put on his reading glasses and began to read: 

Dear G-d, 

My name is Juan Diego but I’m sure You know that because You know everything. I am 9 years 

old and live in an orphanage. I miss my mother and father and really want a family very badly. 

Please help me. You’re the only one Who can. 

Your son, 

Juan 

The Prime Minister wiped away the tears from his eyes. Those who really knew him realized he 

was a compassionate man. He emerged from his office and immediately met with his advisors in 

order to decide what to do. 

 

He discussed the matter with his wife as well, and they decided to meet Juan. An intense 

investigation began and every orphanage in Peru was searched. Finally the authorities located the 

young orphan and brought him by limousine to the presidential palace. His charming personality 

won the hearts of the Espinozas and to the amazement of all, they took a bold and wonderful step 

– they adopted him. Juan’s dreams became a reality. 

 

Reb Shabsi concluded this incredible story with a powerful thought. King David says “Hashem 

is close to all those who call out to him in truth.” The Rabbi explained that indeed G-d is close to 

all those who call Him, but He endears Himself especially to all those who “call out to Him – IN 

THRUH!! ….with sincerity! 

 

If you call out to G-d sincerely, like a hopeless child who desperately needs His help, then He 

will endear Himself to you and answer your cries! There is no loving parent who refuses a 

sincere request from a child. The same is true for our Heavenly parent. 

 

Yes, Praying is something everyone does, but that too few of us do it well because most often we 



don’t really believe in it. However, when a baby cries out to a parent, the parent runs to help, 

because the parent knows that the child is expressing a prayer that says: “I know that no one else 

can help me but you.” We are G-d’s children and it works the same way. We have to honestly 

believe that G-d, and only G-d, can help us and He wants to help us –then our prayers will be 

answered. 

 

Indeed, G-d has many messengers through whom He bestows his blessings: doctors, employers, 

family members, friends, but we must never confuse the proximate cause with the ultimate 

cause. There are many people and things out there that may appear to be our source of help, but 

that is only because of their physical proximity to us, but G-d is the one who ultimately puts 

them in your proximity. We should never forget that Prime Minister Espinoza was a kind 

proximate cause, but it was the Almighty who ultimately made sure that the letter reached his 

desk.  

 

Therefore, on this day of Rosh Hashana, G-d is measuring our merits and deciding what we 

deserve. But there is one more tool that we can use – prayer – which can give us things beyond 

what we presently deserve. 

 

This explains the themes we are praying about the entire day. The theme of the day is G-d’s 

majesty. How powerful and kind He is to us. Today we commemorate the creation of the world - 

something that no one else can do. It was an undeserved kindness on G-d’s part to create a world 

and a humanity to benefit from it. Our prayers discuss the infinite power G-d has and how He 

has used it through Jewish history to help us. He saved Noah from the flood; He took the Jews 

out of Egypt and sustained us for 40 years in the desert. The liturgy goes on and on. Today our 

prayers are meant to coronate the king of the world, where we unquestionably submit ourselves 

to his benevolent rulership, and our unequivocal affirmation that His unlimited powers are there 

for us. We firmly reestablish our trust in His ability as the Ultimate cause; therefore, only 

praying to him. This is the greatest expression of our trust in Him, and how we want to feel close 

to Him through that trust. Hopefully, through this exercise of these prayers, we come to realize 

the truth of the power of our prayers, and we want to be praying all day long! 

 

This is what all the readings are telling us: 

1. Yishmael is dying from fever and burning up from thirst. Even his mother has despaired for 

his life. He prays to G-d, and miraculously a well of water arrives on the scene and he is saved. 

2. Hannah can not have children for years. There is no hope. She prays to G-d and she gets a 

child. 

3. The same with Sara at age 90. 

4. The same with Rachel – as she prays for her children, the Jewish people, to be able to return to 

their borders. 

 

What do all these events have in common? We are dealing with people and situations that could 

not be helped under natural circumstances.  

 

o Yishmael was a wicked juvenile delinquent with NO merits.  

o The exiled Jewish people after the destruction of the second Temple had no merits to be 

returned from exile.  



o Sarah and Hannah had many merits – but not enough to bear children without the necessary 

physiological body parts.  

 

They ALL got what they wanted because they prayed with such an unquestioning trust in G-d, 

which evoked a supernatural response from G-d’s part. Why? – Because they all new the secret 

of praying to the Ultimate cause and not the proximate cause.  

 

[Unfortunately for us, the Moslems understand this concept better than many Jews. As 

descendents from Yishmael they pray 5 times a day. They know that their ancestor was 

undeserving, and yet his prayers were accepted. And that is why their efforts today succeed. Yes 

– even efforts that bring evil unto others are successful, as they pray with unbelievable faith. 

Since there are not enough prayers from others to combat their prayers – it is their prayers that 

G-d must listen to. They are committed – more committed than most Jews. An Arab taxi driver 

has no shame to park his car during traffic, go out and pull out his rug and pray to G-d; while 

many Jews are too embarrassed to put on their Talis and Tefillin and pray on an airplane.} 

 

There are many of us in the room who feel that we don’t have the merits or enough merits to get 

the things that we so desperately need in life…Children, health, a job, a better marriage, a 

shidduch. Many of us have tried so many things to make it happen. We are tempted to despair. 

We have even prayed, but it has not helped But we must remember…“Praying is something 

everyone does, but that too few of us do it well!” None of us could be more desperate than Sarah 

and Hannah in terms of infertility…None of us can have worse children than Yishmael, and none 

of us are as close to death’s doorstep as he was…The Jewish people are not nearly in despair 

today as the Jews who Rachel cried for – AND ALL THOSE PRAYERS WERE ANSWERED – 

SO TOO, CAN OUR PRAYERS BE ANSWERED!! 

 

The Chazan, R’ Eli Mintz, is about to approach the Bima and say “Here I am impoverished of 

deeds….blessed our You Who hears prayers.” WE are so fortunate to have someone with us who 

knows how to pray well and inspire us all to pray well. We are about to say the longest Amida of 

the year. In it, we repeat this theme over and over until we are convinced through overwhelming 

historical evidence of the fact that He is the only source of our existence and our continued 

happiness. The goal of this Musaf prayer is to build up the awareness of our trust in G-d, so that 

we pray with complete confidence in the abilities of the One who is the Ultimate cause of our 

happiness, and we remind ourselves that “There is only One G-d… and we DO believe in Him!” 

Once we connect to this reality, we are able to unleash the must powerful force on the planet – 

the force of connecting G-d’s will to our reality – via our Prayers. G-d wants to give us unlimited 

blessings for the coming year, but He is waiting for us to sincerely ask for it from Him – and 

Him alone. And nothing can stand in the way of a sincere prayer to G-d.  

 

As King David says “I am Hashem, your G-d, who raised you out of the land of Egypt; Open 

wide your mouth and I will fill it.” Not only will He fill it – but you can open your mouth wide – 

ask for as much as you want – and if you believe in his power, He will fill it. 

 

[Could insert story of R’ Simcha Bunim and Madam Temeroff and concept of “I could see that 

G-d was just beginning to open the Gates for me. And I wanted to make Him open them really 

wide.” The Gates are open on Rosh Hashana,] 



 

 

There is another point. We are told in the story of Genesis that G-d created everything that was 

necessary for life on earth. However, we are told that, “Now all the trees of the field were not yet 

on the earth and all the herb of the field had not yet sprouted, for Hashem had not yet sent rain 

upon the earth and there was no man to work the soil.” The Rabbis explain that this verse is 

telling us that plant life had already been created and was just waiting below the surface. In other 

words, the world was all ready to move forward when all of the sudden, G-d pressed the PAUSE 

button. He halted all activity. He was waiting for something. What? For there to be a human 

being to look at the world in the PAUSE position and pray to G-d that it should rain. And that is 

exactly what Adam did. His prayer, in effect, pressed the PLAY button, and the film of life 

continued to roll. When did this event take place? On the first Rosh Hashana of creation.  

 

We see that G-d had everything in place. According to His Divine will the world needs 

vegetation to grow. The world deserves to have it – but it is missing one thing…Prayer, which 

will press the PLAY button. 

 

Similarly, a person can have enough merits in the heavenly court to deserve certain things. There 

can be blessings waiting to be showered down upon us…blessings sitting in a heavenly safety 

deposit box, with good things waiting for us. But you can’t get to the box unless you are given 

access. The assets can be frozen. What gets you in? Prayer. We see that having merits - but no 

praying, can keep the blessings frozen in the PAUSE position. 

 

A person can have a wealthy parent who wants to give the child everything. The child deserves it 

too. But if the child does not communicate his gratitude to the parent, just wanting the check, but 

not the warm relationship that the parent wants to bestow together with the check, then he will 

withhold the check. 

 

King David said, “Being close to G-d – is what I good for me [and what I want.]” That is what 

we should all want – we should want G-d accompanying every gift he gives us. 

 

Hashem will be looking at our records today and the judgment may very well be to send us all 

the blessings we want. But they are all on PAUSE, being held in a safety deposit box. G-d wants 

us to talk to him and ask Him for the key. He wants our relationship via the context of the giving 

that is going on. He wants to happily spend time with us, cultivating and deepening our 

relationship with him, and then will happily push the PLAY button, give us the key, and we can 

walk away with the gifts. 

 

The Talmud tells us a story of a husband who wished to divorce his wife because they could not 

have children. He went to his Rabbi. The Rabbi said that just like you got married with a party, 

so you should get divorced with a party. So they come to the Rabbi’s house a week later and he 

makes them a party. The husband drinks a bit of wine and is a little bit tipsy. In a good mood, he 

tells his wife, “As a parting gift, you may ask of any one thing and I will give it to you. The 

husband then passes out. The wife asks his friends to carry him to her house. The next morning, 

the husband asks for an explanation. She replied that, “You said I could have anything I want – 

so I chose you!” They went back to the Rabbi and the Rabbi said that he must honor his promise, 



and in that honor they would have a child. And that’s exactly what happened! 

 

We need to realize that the gifts and blessings in life are only the means for us to appreciate and 

love G-d. Take G-d out of the picture …don’t talk to him…then there is no reason to receive the 

gifts. 

 

All our prayers are echoing King David’s words: “Being close to G-d – is what is good for me 

[and what I want].” All the gifts and blessings are just there to help us along in feeling close to 

Hashem and enjoying the relationship. 

 

We see that prayer can make the undeserving become deserving through our expressed trust in 

Him, to the point where He an effortlessly provide us with things that no one else can. Prayer can 

also make the deserving ones amongst us create a familial and loving atmosphere where G-d is 

happy to give us that which we deserve, and we are happy to feel His love to us through those 

gifts. 

 

As we are about to begin the Musaf service and we don’t know if we are deserving or not, I 

would suggest the following 3 simple concepts to have in mind as you make your own personal 

prayer to Hashem sometime during the service: 

1. Master of the Universe, I don’t know anything. I can’t do anything. You know everything. 

You can do anything. I am only a human being. 

2. Master of the Universe, you have the power to change any situation instantly 

3. Master of the Universe, I want to serve You better. But in order to serve You, I need to be 

happy. And in order to be happy, I need _________________. 

After that, make some sort of commitment toward serving the Almighty, showing Him how you 

want to serve Him better. You now have all the components necessary to pray well. Follow along 

with the prayer service and you will see these 3 concepts repeat over and over. You will feel the 

power of their truths and understand why your prayers will be working. 

 

A man in a large eastern U.S. city wrote to the local newspaper to report that the country was in 

far worse shape than most people suspected. His evidence: “Every time I call Dial-a-Prayer I get 

a busy signal.” 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, we are about to pray the longest and most important prayer of the year. 

So much depends on it. All of us, hundreds, and thousands of Jews around the globe have so 

many serious issues that demand G-d’s attention. We must realize that we will not be getting a 

busy signal, and may we have the ability to change that opening observation we quoted to now 

say “Praying is something everyone does, and that all of us in this Shul will do very well today !” 

And if we learn to do it very well, we will realize the truth of the power of our prayers, and we 

will want to be praying all day long! 

 


