Shemini Atzeret: Praying for Rain

Rain is a blessing. I understood this for the first time during a family unveiling, when it started to drizzle. My father (also a rabbi) was conducting the service, and he said that my great-uncle would have appreciated the rain that was slowly soaking us. He was a farmer, and farmers know that rain is a blessing. Without rain, nothing would grow. I am reminded of his words during light rains, when I see everyone around me rushing to get indoors and ignoring the miracle around them. 

Rain is a blessing that brings forth more blessings--the harvest.

On Shemini Azteret, we begin to pray for rain. The mid-fall corresponds to the beginning of the rainy season in Israel, and the precipitation through the winter provides groundwater for the spring harvest. The prayer for rain, Geshem (which literally means “rain”), implores God for water, and its text reflects the violent and unpredictable nature of the weather, asking for rain “as a blessing and not as a curse.” 

How many of us appreciate the positive aspect of rain or understand that rainfall will affect what goes onto our plates? For example, the amount of rain determines whether you get lovely lettuce from the farmer’s market, or whether the crop is washed away. It’s a different relationship to the weather than you get when you buy packaged salad. If we are disconnected from the soil where our food is grown or from the farmer’s who grow it, then the weather is simply a nuisance.

Recently, it was raining as I brought my 10 month old daughter home from daycare. Rather than running inside, we stood underneath the maple tree in our front yard for a few minutes. “Look, Liora,” I told her, “rain.” I held her hand out to feel the drops on her skin. “Rain makes food grow. It comes from God. It’s a blessing.” As she turned her head to the sky with a big, toothy grin, I knew she understood.
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