Singing in the Rain – A message of Unity

Every year we hear time and again about the level of the Kinneret. This is because Israel is a country with a sparse supply of water, which must be bolstered by the rains of winter. Therefore on the holiday of Simchat Torah – which is at the onset of the winter months – we have a special prayer for rain called Tefilat HaGeshem. This prayer has a special place in the festive prayers of the day.  The Chazan wraps himself in his kitel (white garment that signifies holiness and purity)  and prays with the sonorous tones of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, asking for a bountiful winter with enough rains to sustain us for another year. 

A similar prayer called Tefilat HaTal – a prayer for dew -  is said on the first day of Pesach with the same tones and feeling. This is because without the dew which nourishes the land and crops they would dry out in the hot summer sun. Both these prayers are ominously said as they remind us that all of our physical livelihood is in the hands of G-d. If we have winter with little rain we have to concern ourselves with water rationing, and if G-d would not bless the world with dew even crops from a good winter could dry up and leave us without sustenance.

Both the above prayers – Tefilat HaGeshem and Tefilat HaTal – precede changes in the one of the main prayers of our weekday prayers called the Shmone Esrei. To understand these changes we first explain what the prayer Shmone Esrei is. Shmone Esrei is a prayer of beseeching G-d for our needs. It is a collection of eighteen benedictions which are said as we stand before G-d the way would stand before a king. The Shmone Esrei contains three sections. The first section contains the first  three benedictions that praise G-d, the second section, the twelve middle benedictions, are for our requests from G-d, and the last three benedictions are for thanking G-d for allowing us to pray to Him and for listening to our requests.

In both the sections of praise and requests,  there is a mention of rain and dew. In the section of praise, we praise G-d's control of the  rains and dew. In the section of requests, a special request is added to the benediction of livelihood to ask for rain or to supply dew. Since rain is not needed all year round we only mention and request rain during the winter months, starting from Simchat Torah. For the summer months starting from Pesach we just mention and request the dew which G-d provides us with.

There is however one difference between the two prayers, the prayer for dew and the prayer for rain. When we ask for the dew on the first day of Pesach there is an immediate switch from the previous prayers for the rain to the new request for the dew. However the request for rain after Simchat Torah does not have the immediate switch as in Pesach. For the rain we only start requesting a month or so later as mentioned above.

A question arises about this difference in the mentioning for the rain. The main point of the mention for rain is the request for timely rains during the winter. Wouldn't it be appropriate to have a special prayer similar to Birkat HaGeshem and Birkat HaTal to precede the switch in the request for rain in the Shmone Esrei, whether on the 7th of Cheshvan or in December?

Not having special prayers on the day we start requesting for rain is based on the reason why there is a difference of when the prayers are started after Pesach and  Simchat Torah as we mentioned before.

The Talmud explains the reason why we don't start asking for rain immediately after Simchat Torah. The reason has to do with the fact that many people have come from all over Israel and from the Diaspora  to Jerusalem to the Beit Hamikdash to partake in the celebration of Succot. If it would rain immediately after Simchat Torah many people would get caught on the way home. They would have to struggle in the rain and mud till they reach their homes. So to show compassion for all those travelers we only start requesting rain in Eretz Yisrael after everyone had a chance to make it to their home. This is also the reason why asking for rain outside of Israel also starts much later in December

On the other hand when we mention the blessing for dew,  the asking of dew does not cause any inconvenience to anyone, as is important to everyone once the rains stop.

Now, we can understand why only on Simchat Torah, the time we add the prayer of praise for the rain, do we have Birkat HaGeshem for rain and not at the later times when we request for rain. On Simchat Torah when we being to praise Hashem for the rain and on Pesach when we praise and ask Hashem about the dew it is a time where all of Am Yisrael are united in their wants and praise. On the other hand the time of request for rain shows a split between the wants and needs of the people scattered throughout the lands. When Am Yisrael all are united and showing care for one another (by not asking for rain when it can damage others) that is a time for great praise and public showing and singing about the rain. But when  at a time there is a difference between the people of Israel, even if it is just a technical difference, we do not make a special mention of our need. 

