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Reflections of the Rav, Avraham Besdin (pages 80-81)

The views of Maimonides and Nachmanides can be reconciled. Both regarded prayer as meaningful
only if it is derived from a sense of tzara” [=distress]. They differ in their understanding of the word.
Maimonides regarded daily life itself as being existentially in straits, inducing in the sensitive person
feelings of despair, a brooding sense of life’s meaninglessness, absurdity, lack of fulfillment. It is
persistent ”tzara,” which exists ”bekhol yom,” daily. The word ”tzara” connotes more than external
trouble... Certainly, the Psalmist’s cry, ”Min hama’amakim karati Yah,” 7Out of my straits, [ have called
upon the Lord” (Tehilim 118: 5), refers to an inner, rather than an externally induced, state of constriction
and oppression. Out of this sense of discomfiture prayer emerges. Offered in comfort and security,
prayer is a paradox, modern methods of suburban worship and plush synagogues notwithstanding. The
desire for proximity of wife and children at services comes from a need for security and comfort. Real
prayer is derived from loneliness, helplessness, and a sense of dependence. Thus, while Nachmanides
dealt only with surface crisis — ”tzarot tzibbur,” public distress, Maimonides regarded all life as a ”depth
crisis,” a "tzarat yachid.”
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