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Personal Supplications
on Shabbos and Yom Tov

Over the course of Elul, and the more so during the Yamim 
Nora’im themselves, we are often confronted with a dilemma 
relating to davening on Shabbos. 

While it seems appropriate to supplicate Hashem for our needs, 
physical and spiritual, on these days of mercy and compassion, 
we also know that Shabbos is an inappropriate time for personal 
requests and supplications. At the same time, there are certain 
prayers that we daven on Shabbos that do involve personal 
requests, leading to some confusion over the issue.

In the present article we will address the question of making 
personal pleas on Shabbos and on festivals. To what degree is it 
permitted to make personal pleas, and when must we refrain from 
doing so? Is there a difference concerning this matter between 
Shabbos and Yom Tov? What is the status of supplications for 
spiritual matters? And what should we do when Rosh Hashanah 
or Yom Kippur fall on Shabbos (as this year, 5778)? 

This week's article addresses the question of making personal 
pleas on Shabbos and festivals. To what degree is it permitted to 
make personal pleas, and when must we refrain from doing so? 
Is there a difference between Shabbos and Yom Tov? What is the 
status of supplications for spiritual matters? And what should we 
do when Rosh Hashanah or Yom Kippur fall on Shabbos. These 

questions, among others, are discussed in this week’s article.
This week’s Q & A addresses the question of reciting Selichos at 

night before chatzos.

Dear Reader,

In this week’s parashah, in 
the midst of the terrible set 
of ninety-eight curses, we 
find a surprising reason 
for the tragedies that 
befall the Jewish People: 
“Because you did not 
serve Hashem, your G-d, 
with joy, out of abundance 
of goodness” (Devarim 
28:47).

Rabbeinu Bachya explains 
that a person is obligated 
to serve Hashem in joy; 
just as the joy of a mitzvah 
is itself a mitzvah, so the 
lack of joy is sinful. 

Yet, the question begs 
itself: Why is the lack of 
joy in serving of Hashem 
the cause of such terrible 
punishments as those of 
the Admonition?  

It appears that the answer 
lies in the fact that a 
person is joyful with that 
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These questions, among others, are discussed below.

The Honor of Shabbos

The basic Shemoneh Esrei prayer for Shabbos includes 
seven berachos. The first and last three are identical to the 
weekday davening, while the twelve weekday berachos in the 
middle are replaced by a single beracha related to the holiness 
of Shabbos. 

Why are the regular berachos of the Shemoneh Esrei omitted 
on Shabbos, and replaced with the single beracha? The Gemara 
in Berachos (31a) refers to the question of what a person 
should do if he inadvertently began to recite a weekday berachah 
(typically, ata chonen) in place of the Shabbos davening, writing 
that one should complete the berachah. The Gemara explains 
the reason for this: “The person is obligated in principle [to 
daven all the berachos], only the Sages exempted him due to 
the honor of Shabbos.”

This halacha is ruled by the Rambam (Tefillah 10:7) and by 
the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 288:2): “If a person began 
to recite the weekday prayer, he finishes the beracha he began, 
and returns to the Shabbos prayer.” For the Mussaf prayer, 
the Shulchan Aruch (286:2) notes two opinions concerning if 
one should complete a weekday beracha that one accidentally 
started, and the Mishnah Berurah (5) cites most authorities that 
out of doubt, one should not complete the beracha.

There is a dispute among authorities (as noted by the Mishnah 
Berurah, 288:6) concerning somebody who only said the 
word ata of ata chonantanu at night or at the mincha prayers, 
where even the Shabbos formulation starts with the word ata. 
However, once he has certainly started the weekday formulation 
by continuing onward, he must finish the weekday beracha he 
started, and then go back to the Shabbos davening.

The reasoning given by the Gemara seems to indicate that the 
reason why we do not make personal supplications on Shabbos 
is because the Sages did not wish us to expend energy—physical 
and perhaps emotional—on the Shabbos day of rest. The 
requests apply on Shabbos, and are completed if one began to 

which suits him. A person 
is in a state of happiness 
when he does something 
that suits his inner nature, 
something that resonates 
with his essential self. 

Lack of joy in mitzvos 
denotes that the person 
does not feel that the 
mitzvos suit his inner 
person. Rather than 
being a source of joy, 
the mitzvos are seen as a 
burden, inhibiting rather 
than expressing the inner 
self.

When executed in this 
manner, the mitzvos lose 
their basic purpose, for 
though a person might 
technically fulfill the 
mitzvos of the Torah, he 
lacks the “connection of 
Torah.”

The purpose of the Jewish 
People, as the verse writes, 
is to reveal Hashem in 
the world: “This nation I 
have created for Myself, 
My glory they shall tell” 
(Yeshayah 43:21). This 
purpose is achieved by 
means of the mitzvos, 
which are perfectly suited 
(as the Maharal writes in 
several places) to the inner 
essence of every Jew. The 



say them—but Chazal deemed their recitation inappropriate to 
the honor of Shabbos.

The Joy of Shabbos

Other sources, however, indicate that there is something more 
deeply wrong with personal supplications on Shabbos.

The Midrash Rabba (Vayikra 34:16) states that it is forbidden 
(assur) to make personal supplications on Shabbos, basing the 
prohibition on the verse in Yeshayau (58:13), “You shall 
honor the Shabbos by not performing your own matters, seeking 
out your own needs and speaking of them” (see also Rashba, 
Shabbos 113a). 

This verse (specifically, the words “ve-dabeir davar”) indicates 
that a person’s speech on Shabbos should be different from 
his speech on weekdays, and the weekday supplications are 
therefore inherently inappropriate.

The Ran (Shabbos 5b, in pages of the Rif), moreover, writes 
that it is forbidden to supplicate Hashem on Shabbos on behalf 
of a sick person, because the supplications may bring one to 
sadness and weeping, and are therefore not consistent with the 
joy and pleasure that one must feel on Shabbos (oneg Shabbos).

We will see below in greater detail why these reasons not 
sufficient to explain why the weekday Shemoneh Esrei is not 
recited on Shabbos.

Standard Formulae 

Given that personal supplications are forbidden on Shabbos, we 
encounter a number of apparent difficulties concerning prayers 
that we recite on Shabbos that clearly involve personal requests. 
One such prayer is the Elokai Neztor passage we say at the end 
of the Shemoneh Esrei. This prayer is recited even on Shabbos, 
though it includes a number of personal requests. Likewise, in 
bentching we make several personal requests concerning our 
sustenance (such as those in the third beracha), asking Hashem 
to provide for us and sustain us. 

How is it permitted to recite these prayers on Shabbos?

mitzvos draw Hashem into 
our lives, revealing Him in 
all that we do.

Yet, in order for this 
purpose to be fulfilled, the 
mitzvos must be a true 
part of our lives; we must 
live with the mitzvos—live 
with Hashem—and not 
only ensure a technical 
fulfillment of mitzvos. In 
other words, we must be 
joyful with mitzvos. A lack 
of joy in mitzvos shows 
that we are simply missing 
the boat.

If we internalize the 
‘natural joy’ of mitzvah 
performance, of being 
connected to the Torah 
and to its Giver in our 
everyday lives, we will 
find it easier to tread 
the path of Teshuvah. 
Rather than an arduous 
journey, Teshuvah means 
coming home, coming 
back to the natural life 
of a Jew, in which he is 
joyful and content in the 
performance of mitzvos.

May the year and its curses 
end, and the New Year 
begin with its blessings.
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This question is asked in the above-mentioned 
Midrash Rabba, and likewise in the Yerushalmi 
(Shabbos Chap. 15:3). In both places Chazal 
answer that although it is in principle forbidden 
to make personal supplications on Shabbos, 
it is permitted to do so as part of bentching, 
because “this is the standard formulation of the 
beracha.”

When a standard prayer is involved, a concept 
often referred to as tofeis beracha, no prohibition 
is involved. As the Rivash (Shut Rivash no. 
512) explains, we do not change the basic 
formulation set by Chazal, so that we continue 
to recite the same formulation for bentching, 
and for some of the other daily prayers. The 
Rivash extends this idea even to selichos and 
piyutim, which is why these are recited even 
when Rosh Hashanah or Yom Kippur fall on 
Shabbos.

Relating to Elokai Netzor, the Or Zarua (Vol. 
2, no. 89, in the halachos of Motzai Shabbos) 
explains that the prayer is recited because it is 
a regular part of the davening, so that we don’t 
change it even on Shabbos. Ateres Paz (1:2:2) 
adds that since the wording is standard, rather 
than personal, the recitation of these prayers 
does not cause a person anguish.

For these reasons it is also permitted to recite 
the list of harachaman requests at the end of 
bentching (Mishnah Berurah 188:9). While 
they involve personal requests, it is permitted 
to say them since they are standard formulae. 

Based on the reasoning noted in the Yerushalmi, 
we can understand the need for the added 
reason given by the Gemara (Berachos 21a) 
concerning the berachos in Shemoneh Esrei. 

Since these texts are of course standard, it seems 
that there would be no prohibition in reciting 
them on Shabbos. Therefore, the Gemara needs 
to explain that the reason they are not recited is 
because Chazal considered it inappropriate that 
a person should exert himself on Shabbos.

Pikuach Nefesh 
Another case when it is permitted to make 
personal supplications on Shabbos, whether 
individually or as part of a congregation, is 
in cases of pikuach nefesh—life-threatening 
situations. Life-threatening situations supersede 
the different prohibitions of Shabbos, as well 
as other mitzvos of the Torah, and likewise 
they supersede the prohibition against personal 
supplications.

Thus, the Mishnah (Taanis 19a) writes that one 
prays to Hashem for salvation when a city is 
surrounded by an enemy, when an overflowing 
river endangers the population, or when a boat 
is floundering in a storm at sea. 

The same is true for an individual who is in a 
life-threatening situation, provided that this is a 
sakanas hayom, meaning that the circumstances 
present an immediate threat to his life (Shulchan 
Aruch, Orach Chaim 288:9-10). Thus, if a 
person is seriously ill to the degree that his life 
is in immediate danger, we say Tehillim on his 
behalf even on Shabbos. But if he is not in 
immediate danger, we do not do so. 

The Mishnah Berurah (288:28) therefore rules 
that is permitted to daven for a woman giving 
birth, or a woman who gave birth within the 
past week, since both are considered sakanas 
hayom. 

An interesting teshuva of Rav Moshe Feinstein 
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discusses a case in which a seriously ill person 
requested (on the last day of Pesach) that 
members of a shul pray on his behalf. Rav 
Moshe responded that the congregation acted 
correctly in reciting several chapters of Tehillim 
on his behalf. Although this was not a sakanas 
hayom, the ill person might have been negatively 
affected by a refusal to meet his request, and it 
was therefore permitted to daven for him (shelo 
titaref daato). This will only apply if the ill 
person himself made the request, and not if the 
request is made by others (Shut Iggros Moshe, 
Orach Chayim 1:105).

Mi Shebeirach 

In many communities it is the custom to recite a 
mi shebeirach on behalf of the sick after reading 
from the Torah on Shabbos. Why is it permitted 
to do so?

Shut Avkas Rochel (11) cites Rav Yaakov Beirav 
that it is permitted to recite a mi shebeirach 
for somebody who is not present, since in the 
sick person’s absence one does not become 
sorrowful when praying for him. However, many 
write that this is not permitted when the person 
is not critically ill, explaining that it falls under 
the category of dabeir davar (She’eilas Yaavetz 
no. 64; Shulchan Aruch Harav, Orach Chaim 
288:9). The Yaavetz adds that recitation of the 
mi shebeirach constitutes a tircha detzibura—an 
inconvenience for community, which is a delay 
in the services.

The Magen Avraham (288:14) suggests a 
compromise, whereby it is permitted to recite 
the mi shebeirach prayer with a modified text, 
which does not close with a prayer for a swift 
recovery, but with a statement that on Shabbos 

we are not permitted to cry out, but recovery 
is soon to come. This is the prevalent custom 
today for most places. The Aruch Hashulchan, 
Yoreh De’ah 335:12, notes the special merit 
of praying for someone during, or immediately 
after, the reading of the Torah. 

Shabbos and Yom Tov

Referring to the special supplication that members 
of the congregation recite (concerning bad 
dreams) when the Kohanim give their blessings, 
the Magen Avraham (128:70) suggests that 
perhaps there is a distinction between Shabbos 
and Yom Tov: Chazal were less concerned 
about reciting personal supplications on Yom 
Tov than on Shabbos. This is indicated by the 
Avinu Malkeinu prayer, which is omitted when 
Rosh Hashanah falls on Shabbos, yet recited 
when it falls on a weekday. 

Yet, the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 
576:12) makes no distinction between Yom 
Tov and Shabbos, and some later authorities 
reflect this ruling in being equally stringent on 
Yom Tov as on Shabbos (see Shut Rav Pe’alim 
2:46).

Another point that might be relevant is that 
many of the prayers we recite on Yom Tov, 
such as the 13 Attributes and the prayer after 
it upon taking out the Sefer Torah, are spiritual 
supplications rather than prayers for physical 
wellbeing. The Mishnah Berurah (288:22) 
writes that it is permitted to pray on Shabbos 
for spiritual assistance, or for other matters that 
are unrelated to difficult material circumstances. 

Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach ruled, based 
on this principle, that it is permitted to recite 
the prayer of Rav Nechunia ben Hakanah on 
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The Question:

What is the halachic priority:  Is it better to say Selichos during with a minyan before chatzos (at 
night), or without a minyan before Shacharis?

Answer:

For an Ashkenazy, if there is no minyan to recite Selichos before Shacharis, they should be recited 
before chatzos – though this is non-ideal.

Please see sources for more details.

Best wishes.

Sources:

Rav Moshe Feinstein (Iggros Moshe, Orach Chaim 2:105) writes that under extenuating 
circumstances it is permitted to recite the Selichos before chatzos, provided this is done as the 
exception to the rule, and not repeated every year.

Although other authorities are stringent about this (including the Mishnah Berurah 565:12 and 
the Shaarei Teshuvah 581:1), one can rely on Rav Moshe under extenuating circumstances.

Note that the main part of the Selichos is the 13 Attributes, which cannot be said in private, so 
that if the options are to say Selichos in private (which is not really an option) or to recite them 
before chatzos, one should join the minyan before chatzos.

For those from a Sephardi background, Selichos should not be recited before chatzos, since 
Sephardic authorities are especially stringent on this matter (see Birkei Yosef 581; Shut Yecheveh 
Daas 1:41). 

Unlike Rav Feinstein (who writes that the 13 Attributes are less potent before chatzos), these 
authorities consider it a full prohibition to mention the 13 Attributes before chatzon.

Shabbos, requesting divine assistance for one’s 
Torah learning (Halichos Shlomoh 14:11).

Concerning Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, 
the Chazon Ish says that on these days there 
is no prohibition against personal supplications, 

since these days are special for prayer and 
supplication to Hashem (cited in Orchos 
Rabbeinu Vol. 2, p. 181). Another source for 
this is the Mateh Efraim (584:25), who notes 
that this is permitted even on Shabbos.
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