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Editor’s Introduction

Many wonderful commentaries are available on Shemoneh Esrei (the silent prayer), which
explain the meaning of the words and what to have in mind. This is certainly necessary to
understand what we are saying when we daven. But we can still be left with a void after we
daven, wondering why we don’t feel connected to the prayers, even though we know the
meaning of the words well. And we can also get caught up in trying to concentrate and not space
out when we daven, which makes us forget the basic essence of prayer- to stand before the King,

aware of His presence, and to pray to Him from our heart.

In this unique series of derashos, the Rav explains concepts of serving Hashem which can
come alive and receive greater meaning, through the words of Shemoneh Esrei that we say. It also
draws light on many important issues of hashkafah (Jewish thought) today about current events,
which further awaken in us the words we are saying and how they express various issues we face,

both on a personal scale as well as on the communal and global scale.

The Rav begins each shiur by first explaining the simple meaning of the words, based on
Chazal, and then explains a deeper meaning. A discussion about a certain important topic then
ensues, and finally the Rav concludes by going back to the words of Shemoneh Esrei and

explaining it with the deeper meaning.

These derashos are not “what to have in mind” as you are saying the words. Rather, the
derashos here serve to awaken our inner world to us through the meaning of the words that we
say, thereby enabling us to pray more from our heart and stand before our King with greater

awareness.

If the lessons here are internalized, you will see changes in your davening — inner changes.
And it doesn’t necessarily mean that you will be “shuckling” more or swaying more when you say
the words. Rather, you feel the words coming alive in your heart — an inner experience that

cannot be described in the written word.

There are 170 classes in this series. In this PDF we have included the first 45 classes.



4 | Bilvavi on Tefillah 1

DTl 001 129N

001 | Before Shemoneh Esrei

Tefillabh — A Ladder that Ascends to Heaven

Tefillah (davening — prayer), in essence, is to ascend to the Heavens. It is something we do
here on this Earth, but it reaches Heaven, like we find by the ladder of Yaakov’s dream: “A
ladder placed on the ground, and its head reached the Heavens.”

We also see this from the statement of the Sages, that tefi/lah is “a matter that stands at the
height of the world.”! Tefilla) is to ascend to the Heavens.

This doesn’t mean, though that #efillah is only in Heaven! What it really means is that if one
ascends to the Heavens, he will find #efillah there; in other words, just because zefillab is such a
lofty matter doesn’t mean that we can’t reach it. We reach tefillah by ascending the “ladder”

found even on our physical world, which we will see.

The Difference Between Torah and Tefillah

We have two major vehicles that bring us close to Hashem — Torah and zefillah. What is the

difference between them?

The sefer Nefesh HaChaim writes that learning Torah is called “achdus hamochin” (unity of
the minds). This means that Torah is all-inclusive, because it is a power that comes and unifies
things. Torah is all-inclusive in that it unifies the Heavens with the earth. Tefillab is also all-
inclusive — but from a different aspect: it unifies Earth to the Heavens. Tefillab is in essence a
ladder that ascends to the Heavens, but it is footed on Earth. Torah was in Heaven, but Hashem
brought it down to this world. 7efillah, however, is found on this world — but is ascends to

Heaven.

Tefillah is like Yaakov Avinu’s ladder: we begin from its foot here on Earth, and we ascend up

it, step-by-step — until Heaven.

Chazal say that tefillah “stands” at the height of the world — and standing is Amidah, which
is another term for the silent Shemoneh Esrei. This doesn’t mean that tefz/lah stands in Heaven

while the person praying remains here in This World. The opposite is true: zefillah is the ladder

1 Berachos 6b.
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that a person ascends on — until the person himself reaches Heaven. Through zefillah, a person

climbs a ladder toward Heaven, and he is actually standing in Heaven and praying there!

This has to be. Only in Heaven can a person be standing “in front of the King.” When a

person davens, he is actually standing in Heaven — “in front of the King.”

How do we get from Earth to Heaven?! If we are to climb the ladder toward Heaven, through
tefillah, then our tefillah cannot just be a lip service we do. There must be a specific path to take

through tefillah in order to get to Heaven, and it must be a step-by-step plan.

How do we ascend this ladder toward Heaven? Before we get to the top of the ladder —
which is the Amidah, the silent Shemoneh Esrei — we have to climb the beginning steps of the
ladder. These beginning rungs of the ladder are the first three sections of davening, before we get

to Shemoneh Esrei.
Our davening (before Shemoneh Esrei) is split into three sections:
1) The morning blessings and recitation of korbonos (sacrifices),

2) Pesukei Dezimrah,

3) Shema and its blessings.

The “Actions” in Tefillah
There are three parts that make up a person — actions, feelings, and thoughts.

The actions are things done with your physical parts, like your hands. The feelings are in your

heart. The thoughts are in your mind.

The three sections of the davening, as well, are made up of these human forces! The beginning
of davening is action. One gets up, washes his hands, puts on #zitzis and tefillin — these are all

actions. Then he sacrifices korbonos (which he recites). This is action manifest in our zefillah.

The better one’s actions are, the higher level his #efillah will be. It is written, “All my bones
shall speak of You.” But if a person sins, the sins are entrenched in his bones, and his bones

cannot speak of Hashem....

Pesukei Dezimrah, as well, consists of actions — the action of purifying oneself more and
more. The purer one’s actions are, the more worthy his tefillah will be — and it can be said of

him that his “mouth and heart are equal.”
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The Arizal writes that one should do teshuvah before he davens. Why is this? The depth of this
is so that when one davens, it can truly be said of him that “All of my bones speak of You,”

because he has purified himself through doing teshuvah beforehand.

In tefillah, we make requests of Hashem. Why do we request something? Because we want to
change our situation. This is actually the soul’s desire to change situations — a form of action.

This force in our souls comes from the aspect of action within us.

This shows us that zefillah is not just saying words — it is in essence a desire for change.

The “Feelings” in Tefillah

The second section of davening is Pesukei Dezimrah. After we have hopefully changed our
actions by purifying them, the soul now wants to change and purify its feelings. This is a desire
for a “pure heart,” as it is written, “A pure heart Hashem created in me.” After purifying the

actions, the next level is to break his “heart of stone” and to instead have a “pure” heart.

In Pesukei Dezimrah, we sing Hashem’s praises. In essence, this is the soul itself singing to
Hashem. Why is the soul singing now? Because it now feels what it wants; we sing when we feel
that we have attained what we wanted. Pesukei Dezimrah is not just saying over Hashem’s
praises, saying one Hallelukah after another. It is the soul’s song to Hashem — an expression of

purifying the feelings.

Pesukei Dezimrah also isn’t to reflect on Hashem’s praises. It is to reach a state that one’s
feelings are dedicated to Hashem. When one overcomes bad middos, such as overcoming an evil
desire or overcoming arrogance — the soul sings from this. The soul is singing because now
Hashem can be found nearby, with the person who overcame the bad middos — the feelings

have been purified.

To summarize: first, a person purifies his actions (by avoiding sin), which is in essence the
soul’s desire to change. After this, a person sings a song of longing from his soul — Pesukei

Dezimrah. Through this, a person sings the true song — a song of praise to Hashem.

The “Thoughts” in Tefillah

The third section of refillah is Shema and its blessings. This is the aspect of the “mind” in
davening — purifying the mind and thoughts. It represents the step that comes after one has

purified his actions and feelings.
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In this part of the davening, we ask Hashem to enlighten our eyes to the Torah, and we
include the Abavah Rabbah prayer — which speaks of Hashem’s love to our people. All of these
prayers are, in essence, sanctifying our thoughts. We are not just mentioning here that we want
to always think thoughts of learning Torah (we wish that too!). It is rather a different request —
we are asking Hashem to help us live in the world of thought, which is in essence the Torah. It

is written, “And you shall be immersed in it day and night.” This means to actually live in a

world of thought — which is Torah.

The blessings that precede the Shema help us reach the level of sanctifying our thought — and

to pray from there onward.

A person climbs this ladder of refillah — first through actions, then through feelings, and
then the person reaches the thoughts. These are thoughts that are in essence a desire, from our

intellect, to long for Hashem.

Climbing the Ladder — Within

But one has to understand that he climbs the ladder within Aimself. Yaakov Avinu, who
dreamed of a ladder, represents the ladder. This means that he himself was a ladder, climbing it

within himself.

Thus, if a person’s actions, feelings, and thoughts are not worthy, and they don’t match up to
his prayers, it is like what is written of Haman: “And he came to the king in sackcloth.” A
person can’t stand in the King’s court wearing dirty clothing. Sins are like coming to the King

with dirty clothing.

But if one’s conduct matches his prayers, it is then that he can enter the King’s court.

Shemoneh Esrei: Entering the King’s Court

If we accomplish these three steps, we can now proceed to the next part of our avodah here:
Shemoneh Esrei.

Reb Chaim Soloveitchik? z#”/ said there are two aspects of concentration in zefillab: 1) the

actual meaning of the words, and 2) standing in front of the King.

Let us explain more the meaning of his words.

2 Chiddushei Reb Chaim HaLevi, Hilchos Tefillah
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Until now — the three sections preceding the Shemoneh Esrei — a person feels that he is here

on this Earth, while Hashem is in Heaven.

But in Shemoneh Esrei, there is amidah — standing in front of Hashem! This is where a
person actually feels that he is in front of Him. It is to literally be “nochach” — opposite of
Hashem — as real as can be. In Shemoneh Esrei, we are not on this world — we are with

Hashem, in Heaven, as we stand in front of Him.
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002 | Having Something and Missing Something

Shacharis, Minchah, and Maariv — Three Different Kinds of Tefillah

In the Gemara, there is a discussion about whether zefillah was enacted by the Men of the

Great Assembly or by our forefathers whether Avrabam, Yitzchok, and Yaakov (the Avos).

According to the second view, Avraham enacted Shacharis, Yitzchok enacted Minchah, and
Yaakov enacted Maariv. 1f that is the case, then each of the three zefillos of the day is unique.
They are not similar to the other, for we know that each of the Avos excelled in a unique middah

(personality trait).

Avraham was the middah of chessed, or ahavah — kindness, or love. Yitzchok is the middah of

gevurah, or yirah — strength, or fear. Yaakov is the middah of rachamim — compassion.

Thus, Avraham enacted Shacharis through his middah of kindness/love, Yitzchok enacted
Minchah through his middah of fear of Hashem, and Yaakov enacted Maariv through his

middah of compassion.

The Essence of Tefillah — Closeness to Hashem

We need to understand what is the essence of tefillah. To whom are we davening? To
Hashem. Why do we turn to Hashem in #efillah? It is clear why we turn only to Hashem — we

can’t turn to anyone else. But why do we turn to Him specifically through davening?
To know the answer to this, we need to clarify what exactly is the essence of zefillab.
Why do we daven? To ask Hashem our requests — or to get close to Him?

Obviously we need to request things from Hashem. But requesting of Hashem does not

define what tefillah is! Tefillah is not about our requests.
What, then, is tefillah about?

Tefillah is the actual bond that we have to Hashem. There are many ways that can bring
about this connection — and these are the three different zefillos of the day. But the purpose of

these zefillos, however, is the relationship with Hashem that we achieve by our davening.

As we know, our soul contains many forces. Which force in our soul lets us recognize

Hashem? The force of ratzon (will). We want to fill something that we lack. We lack this and
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that, and because we want to fill the emptiness of what we don’t have, we daven to Hashem to

fill it.

This is in essence the meaning of “He hears our prayer” — how does Hashem “hear” our
prayer? Through our very situation of lacking something. When we lack something, we want to

fill what we are missing, so we turn to Hashem.

Shacharis — Feeling Full and Giving Myself Away For Hashem

Within the soul, there are two present forces that enable us to view situations. There is a force
in the soul that makes us feel that we are lacking — “chasser” (missing). There is also a force that
makes us feel that we have everything, and this is called “miluy” (full). When we feel that we lack
something, and because of this, it brings us to tefillah — which then fills what we were lacking

when Hashem gives us what we are lacking.

Avraham enacted Shacharis through his middah of chessed/love; when a person has love, he is
feels “full” inside, because when a person truly feels loved, he feels like he lacks nothing. When a
person is searching for love, he is searching for something he is missing. He is missing love in his
life. But when he has love, he feels full. Thus, Shacharis, which was enacted by Avraham,

represents feeling “full” inside, when a person feels that he lacks nothing.

Yitzchok, on the other hand, enacted Minchah through his middah of yirahl/tear. When a
person has a fear, he feels lacking in something. If a person would feel that he lacks nothing, he

wouldn’t be able to become afraid, so if he is afraid, it must be that he feels somewhat lacking.
What does this mean for us in practical terms?

When we daven Shacharis, it is a tefillah that comes from feeling “full.” When you are full,
and lack nothing, what is the avodah you must do? When you are full and you lack nothing, you
have what to give away. So when I daven Shacharis, | am supposed to feel that I am giving all my
heart away to Hashem. This is the force of abhavah/love in one’s soul, which we inherited

through Avraham. It is also known as “b7evav shaleim — with an entire heart.”

Minchah — Feeling Lacking

The tefillah of Minchah, enacted by Yitzchok, is a whole different kind of prayer. It is the
opposite of the avodah of Shacharis.
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Of Yitzchok it is written, “And he prayed in Ba'er Lachai Ro'ee.” He was praying for a wife
there — he felt lacking. This is a result of his middah of yirah (fear). Minchah thus represents the
kind of tefillah in which a person feels that he lacks something, and because he is lacking
something, he asks Hashem to help fill what he is missing.

Maariv — The Synthesis

Maariv was enacted by Yaakov. With what force in the soul did he enact Maariv? Avraham
and Yitzchok already established efzllos through the natures of miluy and chasser. What, then, was
left for Yaakov to do?

Yaakov is the middah of rachamim (compassion). This middah encompasses both of these
forces mentioned above. Yaakov, who represented rachamim, is the synthesis between

ahavab/miluy and yirah/chasser.

How do we see this? When a person is lacking, a person has the possibility of being in a state
of one who “rejoices in his suffering.” In such a state, a person is lacking, but he is also full —
because he is happy. This is the middle point between miluy and chasser. The person here is both

full and lacking at the same time.

Rachamim comes from the word rechem (womb). In the womb, there was previously nothing,
and now there is a baby, preparing to be born, there. The emptiness gets filled. When the baby
is born, it is then revealed to us that what was previously lacking and empty was actually a means

to achieve fulfillment.

Anything that is lacking in Creation can become filled. After we eat, we say Borei Nefashos —
“... Creator of many souls, and their deficiencies.” We mention here that Hashem fills whatever

any creation lacks.

First You Must Feel What You Are Missing

Many people are looking to get married, and they can’t find the right one. Why? It is not
because they are not looking to “fill” their emptiness. That isn’t the problem; they do want to
get “filled.” The problem with many singles is that they are jumping straight to “filling”
themselves before they even realize what they are “missing.” A person has to first really feel what
he is lacking in his life in order to sincerely want to fill the lack. Without this feeling, the person

never really gets past the first stage....
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The Gemara refers to finding a spouse as finding a “lost object.” But some people think that a
wife is more like a “found object” — something you find — rather than something that you are
missing. If a person isn’t married yet, really he is missing something in his life; it’s not simply
that he hasn’t found a marriage partner. He has to feel this lacking in his life if he is to ever

“find” a spouse.

Finding a wife is like recovering a lost object — it is filling one’s lacking situation. There has
to be a feeling that one is lacking something in the first place — if he wants to fill it. If the
situation isn’t getting filled — in other words, if one’s prayers aren’t being answered and he isn’t
finding his spouse — it shows that there was no “lacking” in the first place: he never felt that he
is missing something. If a person really wants to merit his bashert, he has to feel that he is
missing something in his life in the first place, because you have to first be “missing” something

in order for you to get “filled.”

Many singles put their biggest efforts to find a wife by the “segulah” of asking a mekubal on
Tu B’Shvat to pray for them. What is wrong with such a practice? The problem here is the
mentality. Such people, who rely on the mekubal to get married, are not really feeling that they
are lacking, because they just want to have the mekubal take care of it for them. They never get

to the feeling of missing something in their life, and thus they still don’t find a marriage partner.

That is one kind of problem: when people don’t know what they’re missing in the first place.

Are You Really Missing Something in Your Life?

There is another kind of problem, though. Let’s say someone sees something that his

neighbor has, so he davens to Hashem that he should have it too.

He might think that he lacks something, but really he isn’t lacking anything. He has
everything he is supposed to have, but he thinks otherwise; he thinks that he is really missing

something in his life that he could use.

Since there are many situations in which a person really isn’t lacking anything, his prayers
don’t get answered, because there is nothing to “fill” here. If he’s not getting “filled,” it shows

that there was nothing lacking in the first place.

We are really referring to what it means to have bitachon (trusting in Hashem). Bitachon is the
feeling that we are lacking nothing and therefore we don’t try to fill our situation with things we

don’t really need.
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Bitachon ... or Irresponsibility?

However, there is a kind of person who doesn’t worry about anything, but it’s not because he
has bitachon. That is a person who is simply irresponsible and he has not a care in the world.
What is the difference between having bitachon and being irresponsible? How can you tell the

difference?

If a person never worries about anything at all, this is not bitachon; it’s called being

irresponsible.

Someone who has bitachon, though, definitely worries! But his worries come from a deeper
place in his soul, and they are not worries that stem from the nefesh habehamis, the lower and
animalistic level of the soul. He wants to fill what he is lacking, and the one who has bitachon
possesses the true desire to fill what he lacks — a desire that comes from a true place in his soul:

that what he is lacking will become full on its own!

Appreciating Even What We Are Missing
With the attitude of bitachon, a person appreciates the fact that he is missing things in his life.

Before Shemoneh Esrei of Maariv, we say, “Blessed is Hashem, day after day.” What does “day
after day” mean? It means that we thank Hashem not only for what we have, but even for what

we lack. This is because what we lack is really a means to get our needs filled, and thus it is also

good to lack.

Sometimes we imagine that we lack something, but we are not really lacking at all, and we are
just worried. Most of our worries are unjustified — they are about things that never end up
happening.

When a person understands this — he knows that what he thinks he is lacking is really
nothing — he becomes very relaxed, because that is the resulting feeling that accompanies
bitachon.

This concept is brought out by the following: Adam was created on the sixth day. When he
saw the sun beginning to set and darkness beginning to descend, he grew very afraid, saying,
“Woe to me that I have destroyed the world.” Twelve hours later, the sun rose again and he realized
that it was a new day. At first he saw only darkness; he thought it was over. But what he failed to

realize was that what was missing here was actually a reason for a new day.

It is written, “And to tell over in the morning Your kindnesses, and Your faith at nights.” The

passuk is saying that what appears to be night and darkness is really what can make us have
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emunah (faith). In other words, what appears to us as darkness is really nothing to worry about,

and it only serves to help us increase our emunah.

Emunah is a means to fill one’s needs; it is from the word “oimain,” as we find by Mordechai,
“And he knew [oimain] Hadassah.” Mordechai raised Esther; this shows how emunab/oimain is
what help us realize that everything is a means for a greater purpose — that anything a person
lacks is in essence a means to his completion and perfection. When a person has emunah, he

realizes that even what he lacks is necessary to perfect him.

The moon keeps getting more and more diminished — until it can’t be seen anymore. Just
when it cannot be seen anymore, that is exactly when it reappears; this shows us again how the

very “lacking” itself is a means to completion.

The Necessity of “Lacking” Something

Many people complain that their children aren’t doing well academically, and it bothers them
very much. But many times we see that the child’s lack of brilliance is what spurs him on to try
harder, leading him to achieve more results than his smarter counterparts. What was previously

perceived as “lacking” here was actually the road to being filled with success.

When Pharoah asked Yaakov Avinu how old he was, he said, “Few and bad were the years of
my life.” The Sages were bothered at this statement: How could he say such a thing and
complain against Hashem? There are many explanations given. A deep explanation of the matter
is that he was really saying that all of his life he was lacking, and that that was exactly what

brought him to his perfection in life.

Thus, when we daven Maariv — the tefillah of Yaakov Avinu — we are essentially davening
that Hashem should give us the ability to appreciate even what we lack, because what we think
we lack is not really lacking anything at all. What we are missing is actually a means to achieve
greater perfection. That is the third form of rzefillah, Maariv, represented by Yaakov Avinu the
synthesis of Avraham and Yitzchok: that really, we don’t lack anything, because even what we

lack is needed for us to perfect ourselves.
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003 | Hashem, Open My Lips

What Are We Asking Permission For?

In all of Shemoneh Esrei, there are no private prayers. We either praise and thank Hashem, or
we ask for general requests that affect the public. But in the beginning of Shemoneh Esrei, there is

a personal prayer — “Hashem, open my lips.”

We don’t start davening in Shemoneh Esrei; we daven as soon as we get up, saying Modeh Ani.
So why do we have to ask Hashem in the beginning of Shemoneh Esrei to open our lips, if we

have already been davening as soon as we got up?

The answer to this is as follows: Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik z#/ said that there are two aspects
of concentration in tefillah: to know the meaning of the words, and to “stand in front of the
King.” We only stand in front of Hashem in Shemoneh Esrei, and this is why Shemoneh Esrei is
called the “Amidah.” This is a unique level, the level described by the Rema in the beginning of
Shulchan Aruch: ©

A person’s movements are not the same as when he sits in the King’s Palace.” Of course,
Hashem hears us even when we aren’t actually standing in front of Him. But in Shemoneh Esrei,

we stand in front of Him — we are in His place.

Before Shemoneh Esrei, we are talking, and Hashem is listening. We don’t need to be in
Heaven in order to talk. But when we stand in front of Hashem, we are in His place — and it is
really unbefitting for us to talk now. This is why we ask Hashem to open our lips — to give us
permission to talk. We are not merely asking for permission to talk; we are asking for

permission because really, this isn’t the place to talk.

“And Let My Mouth Speak of Your Praises”

Then we ask, “And let my mouth speak of Your praises.” We are asking that all of our talking
now should come from a lofty place, not from ourselves. We are asking Hashem to “talk”
specifically because of Hashem’s ability to let us talk here, and our talking now is not of the

same source that we are used to.

We are not talking like we are used to.
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Shemoneh Esrei Is to Daven for Klal Yisrael

When we daven for personal requests, we are davening from only a private aspect in ourselves.
We are davening each for our own personal welfare. When we request things from Hashem for

ourselves, we are only using the outer parts of our soul.

Shemoneh Esrei, though is a prayer for the public. It is a prayer that emanates from a deeper
place in our soul. Even the chazzan’s repetition of the Shemoneh Esrei is not personal, because it
is only to fulfill others’ obligation. Shemoneh Esrei, by essence, is not personalized — it is about

praying for others.

Why is there no requirement for the chazzan to repeat Pesukei Dezimrah and the blessings of
Shema? It is because there are two kinds of praying with the public (¢efillah b’tzibbur): Praying
silently with the public, and praying loudly with the public. Even when one prays Shemoneh
Esrei alone, he is still praying a public prayer; it’s not individual. Every Shemoneh Esrei is a public

prayer.

There are two kinds of zefillah we find in Tebillim: tefillah l'oni (the poor person’s prayer), and
tefillah I’Moshe (the prayer of Moshe). These are two unique ways of davening.

Pesukei Dezimrah, the blessings of Shema, and the Shema itself are like the prayers of a poor
person, who prays for himself. But Shemoneh Esrei is like the prayer of Moshe — Moshe
represents the entire nation of Yisrael. Moshe’s prayer is in essence a prayer on behalf of all of

Klal Yisrael; he didn’t pray for himself.

If one only davens for himself and is only worried about himself, he cannot enter the King’s
Palace in Shemoneh Esrei, because he’s not really utilizing the idea of Shemoneh Esrei. Shemoneh
Esrei is to daven on behalf of the Jewish people, to think about others — and it is not about

oneself.

“Hashem, open my lips.” What are we really asking? We are asking Hashem for help that the
tefillah that we are now davening — Shemoneh Esrei — should be a prayer for Klal Yisrael, not

for ourselves. It is not about me; it’s about Kla/ Yisrael.

Summary of the “Hashem, Open My Lips” Prayer

We have mentioned two reasons why we ask Hashem that He open up our lips. 1) Because
really we have no permission to speak in Heaven, and we are asking permission. 2) We are
asking to be helped that our prayers come from a truthful part of our soul, an inner part - a

concern for Klal Yisrael, not for our own self.
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Two Ways to Understand How We Relate to Hashem

The kind of understanding of Shemoneh Esrei that we have just given applies to one who

serves Hashem with daas — intellectual awareness of Hashem.

But there is an even simpler way to understand it: because we need to have a palpable kind of

tefillah, a real sense of what it is.

Tefillah is how we perceive life! Hashem created the world and all of Creation. He created two

kinds of ways in which we can perceive Him:
1) That He is “Kel Mistater” — a “hidden Almighty.”
2) V'Shochanti B'tocham — “And I will dwell among them.”

The fact that He is a “hidden Almighty” means for us that we know there is a Creator, and
that He resides in Heaven while we are here on Earth. This represents the understanding based

on our daas.

But there is also a view of “And I will dwell among them.” This means that one literally feels
Hashem’s existence, and that he can feel it no less than the sunshine. It is a very real sense. This

feeling is granted only to one who truly seeks Hashem.

Tefillah is not defined as requests from Hashem. What we need and request are merely a
means to achieve a greater goal. Tefillah does not exist to thank Hashem for everything and give

praise to Him; that is also just a part of what tefi/la) is.

The essence of tefillah is to utterly realize Who we are praising, and from Whom we are asking.
Although we give thanks and praise to Hashem, “lebodos u’lihallel,” this is not the purpose. The

purpose of thanking and praising Hashem is to realize to Whom we are thanking and praising.

When we request something of Hashem, or when we thank Him, it is only a means to a
greater goal. It is not a purpose unto itself. The goal of all requests and thanks to Hashem is to
come to a palpable sense of Hashem’s existence. This is really why we ask that Hashem open our
lips — we are asking that we should realize that until now, all of our zefillah was only a means to
a greater purpose, and that now in Shemoneh Esrei, all of our tefillah should come from a sense of

Hashem’s existence, the level of “standing before the King.”

With What Mindset Are We Davening Shemoneh Esrei?

To give an example of this, when one davens Refaeinu — “Hashem, heal us” — what is the

purpose? Is the purpose to ask that all of the sick be healed? Or to realize that Hashem is the true
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Healer of all? The purpose of this zefillah is not that He heal the sick. It is to reveal to all who

the true Source of healing is: Hashem. That is what Refaeinu is about!

Some people are davening Shemoneh Esrei, but they are still on the level of the morning
blessings. They are not davening from an inner place in their soul; they are only davening for

themselves.

The Intellectual Approach and the Simple Approach

A person needs to clarify for himself what life is. In the outside world, the meaning of “life” is

hidden to us. But the meaning of life can be clarified in the inner place of the soul.

The holy sefarim mention that there are two general ways to serve Hashem — through daas
(lit. intellectual awareness) or through p’shitus (lit. simplicity). The ways to serve Hashem with
daas are mentioned in sefer Derech Hashem and Daas Tevunos. But there is another way to serve
Hashem — through the way of p’hitus. This means to live with a real sense of Hashem’s

existence.

How Do You Come to Really Feel Hashem?

The tools to achieve this are toiling to our utmost in Torah. When a person is connected to
Torah and mitzvos, he will definitely come to have this real sense. But if one doesn’t really feel
Hashem’s presence in life, it is a sign that something is missing from his learning and his

mitzv0s.
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004 | The Beginning and End of Shemoneh Esrei

How Can We “Bless” Hashem?

The first word of Shemoneh Esrei is baruch — “blessed.” Why does the beginning of Shemoneh
Esrei begin with the idea of blessing?

The Gemara recounts a story in which Hashem asked Reb Yishmael to bless Him. This is a
puzzling phenomenon. How can a person bless Hashem? Blessing is only when someone is

missing something in the first place; so how can one bless Hashem, who lacks nothing?!

The Rishonim explain that the concept of blessing Hashem doesn’t mean that we actually
bless Hashem; it means that we are continuing Hashem’s sustenance to the world. The way

Hashem reveals Himself to us is through the concept of “blessing” — which is when we “bless”
Him.

That is the concept, and we will try to explain it.

Shema — A Request for Perfection

In Shema, it would appear that we have already arrived at the highest level of perfection. In
Shema, we proclaim that Hashem is One. This would appear to be total perfection, as we know
that the purpose of Creation is to reveal the unity of Hashem’s Name in the world. It seems that
we are describing the most perfect level possible, with Shema. How can there be anything more
than this? What is there in Shemoneh Esrei that isn’t in the Shema? Why do we need Shemoneh

Esrei after we have just come to the purpose of all of Creation?

But the truth is that Shema does not represent our ultimate purpose. What is Shema abour? It
is describing a level of the future; only in the future will Hashem’s Oneness be revealed to all.
We are stating that in the future, Hashem’s Kingship will be totally revealed. But this is not yet
perfection. The rest of the world doesn’t yet recognize Hashem as king, and that itself takes away
from our own perfection. Shema is a request for perfection, the perfection of the future. But as
we have already said previously, requesting is not the goal of tefillah. Thus, Shema is not yet the

ultimate level we can reach.

Shemoneh Esrei: Reaching Perfection
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Tefillah is like “a ladder that is footed on the earth, and its head reaches the heavens.” This is
only through Shemoneh Esrei. The perfection of reaching the heavens is only expressed through
Shemoneh Esrei.

The perfection of Shemoneh Esrei is thus not just one blessing after another blessing after
another. It is the perfection we reach upon climbing to the top of the ladder, which is in Heaven

itself.

“Sof maaseh b’machshavah techilah — The end of the matter is first in the thoughts.” First we
need to understand the goal of Shemoneh Esrei, and only after that should we try to understand

each of the levels described in each blessing of Shemoneh Esrei.

The End of Shemoneh Esrei Teaches Us about the Beginning

Since the end of Shemoneh Esrei is the expression of our ultimate goal, we need to learn about
the last blessing, Sim Shalom, in order for us to appreciate the beginning of Shemoneh Esrei. As
we said before, sof maaseh b'machshavah techilah. We need to know about the goal of Shemoneh

Esrei before we embark on the actual Shemoneh Esrei itself.

In this final blessing, Sim Shalom, we say, “For in the light of Your Face that You have given
us.” This is referring to the time when we stood at Har Sinai, when Hashem spoke to us face-to-
face. We were all prophets then; our souls were all present there and we all experienced the level
of prophecy — the ultimate perfection. There is no better place to talk about perfection than in
the blessing of Sim Shalom, the blessing of peace; Chazal also state that “Hashem did not find

any other vessel for blessing other than peace.”

After knowing about our end goal, we will then be able to understand better the difference
between the level expressed in the recital of the Shema, and the greater level we are aspiring

towards, which is achieved by davening Shemoneh Esrei.

Knowing and Then Internalizing

In all of our avodah, we have two steps: “And you shall know today” — to know about
Hashem, as well as “And you shall return the matter on your heart” — to internalize this

knowledge in our heart.

“There is nothing else other than You.” First we must acknowledge that we know nothing
other than the clear knowledge that only Hashem is in charge of Creation. This is the purpose of

Creation — recognizing Hashem — and this describes the ultimate perfection. But how do we
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come to recognize Hashem in our very souls? By entering the knowledge of Hashem into our

hearts.

“Words that come from the heart enter the heart.” How is this done? It is done through the
power of speech. It is written, “I believed, for I spoke.” Speaking causes believing. We are

referring to speaking through tefillah. The way we internalize the knowledge of Hashem into our
hearts is through zefillah.

A Heart Recognition of Hashem

There are two fundamental points about using our ability of speech, the essence of tefillah.
First, we need to talk to Hashem like one who talks to a friend, as it is written, “And I poured

out my soul.” Second, through speech, we internalize our recognition of Hashem in our hearts.

Generally speaking, internalizing our knowledge of Hashem can be done in two ways

(mentioned in sefer Chovos Halevovos):

1) To see Hashem through the “eyes” of one’s intellect. 2) To recognize Him through the

heart. We will clarify which way is the most practical for us to work with.

In the first way — seeing Hashem through “eyes” of one’s intellect — we are trying to
recognize Hashem. If we already believe in Hashem, why do we need to recognize Him? The
Sefer Chareidim answers that it is not enough to just believe in Hashem; we need to actually
“see” Him. We “see” this through our intellect, which are like “eyes” that “see” Him. This is not

so practical for us.

But the second way is closer to home by us. It is to recognize Hashem through our hearts.
When someone loves another, he loves him even though he doesn’t see the other; he can love the
other in his heart. Of course, love is complete only when they are face-to-face, and they can see
each other. But there is most definitely love between them, even when they don’t see each other.
If a son never saw his father, and he is informed that his father is alive — he is filled with a love

for his father even though he never saw him.

Loving Hashem, Even Though We Can’t See Him

The final blessing of Shemoneh Esrei, Sim Shalom, is the love between Klal Yisrael and
Hashem in its most perfect form. But the beginning of Shemoneh Esrei is a love that is not as

complete — a love only in the heart; we are not face-to-face with Hashem then.
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To love Hashem in the heart — without “seeing” Him — is like what is written, “And in its
love you shall go after.” All of us are able to feel this love for Hashem. This level of love is the

level present in Shema and in the beginning of Shemoneh Esrei.

To summarize, there are three levels of tefillah: the level of Shema, the level of the beginning
of Shemoneh Esrei, and the level at the end blessing of Shemoneh Esrei, the blessing of Sim
Shalom.

Two Levels of Love

In Shema, we come to the recognition that Hashem is in control of everything, and this comes
from an inner love for Hashem that we possess. This is a level of daas — an awareness of our
love to Hashem. It is written, “Just as water reflects a face to a face, so does the heart of man
reflect another.” When we show love toward Hashem in Shema — through our daas/awareness,
Hashem reciprocates the love. From this, we proceed onward to the beginning of Shemoneh
Esrei, which is the word “baruch — blessed.” In “baruch,” Hashem reflects His love back toward

us.

“Blessed are You, Hashem.” We are not just asking for livelihood or health; we are revealing

that Hashem is next to us, by declaring “baruch.”

So the first level we reach is in Shema. This is an awareness in the mind that comes from our
love to Hashem — but it is only in the mind. In the beginning of Shemoneh Esrei, which is
Bircas Ha'avos — we are utilizing the level of Avraham Avinu, who represents the middah of
ahavahllove of Hashem. In the beginning of Shemoneh Esrei, we reveal a love toward Hashem, a
love that is there even though we don’t see our Beloved. It is like the level of “My back you may
see, but My Face you may not see.” Although we cannot see Hashem face-to-face, there is still a

love between us and Hashem.

We can also understand the two kinds of love based on the difference between the two types
of giving — tzedakah (charity) and abavah (love). In tzedakah, we give privately so as not to
embarrass the collector; it is better if he doesn’t know who the benefactor is. But the kind of
relationship we are referring to is not the level of #zedakah; it is a relationship of ahavabllove, a

love that exists even though we can’t see our Benefactor.

Thus, the purpose of the beginning of Shemoneh Esrei is to have a palpable sense of Hashem.

It is to know Him more than in our minds; it is to internalize Him in our heart.
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Sim Shalom: A Mind Changed by the Heart

After this, we can come to the pinnacle of Shemoneh Esrei, Sim Shalom — in which we return
back to our minds. But this time, our minds can sense Hashem as well! Now even our intellects

can feel Hashem — not just our hearts.

This concept — that we can now return our heart knowledge back to our minds, re-
internalizing our sense of Hashem in our minds — is not new. The Rambam writes that in
order to achieve dveykus in Hashem, we first need thoughts of the heart — and then thoughts of
the mind. Sefer Hamaspik L’'Ovdei Hashem and Sefer Habris are all sefarim that can bring a
person to the purpose of Shemoneh Esrei in the order that we have mentioned; it is imperative to

learn these seforim if one wants to reach the purpose of Shemoneh Esrei.

Tefillah Is Empowered through Torah and Mitzvos

The level of Shema — awareness of Hashem in the mind — is easier for us to attain. But the

second level — a palpable sense of Hashem — is very far from us. What can we do to achieve it?

Our seichellintellect is a tool that we need to learn Torah. When we internalize our sense of
Hashem back from our hearts into our minds as well, our intellect becomes a tool as well to

store a palpable sense of Hashem’s existence.

The Sages say, “If only a person would pray the entire day.” This implies that really, our
whole way of life should be zefillah.

Tefillah is a ladder that ascends Heavenward; how do we climb it? We don’t climb it through
the Torah, or through the mitzvos, or through doing acts of chessed; that should not be our
attitude. Our attitude should be that from the power of our learning Torah, mitzvos, and chessed
— that is how we are enabled to climb the ladder upward until we reach the top of the ladder —

a real sense of Hashem.

It is thus apparent that zefillab is not something we do just to understand what we are saying
(although it is true that we must understand what we are saying). The first thing we must
understand about davening, before anything else, is to get rid of the notion that zefillab is all
about requesting what we need (although it is also true that we need to ask Hashem for our

needs). Tefillah is in essence our bond with Hashem!
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The first blessing of Shemoneh Esrei is called Birkas Ha'avos — we mention the blessings of
our forefathers Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov. Contained in this first blessing of Shemoneh

Esrei is the entire concept of Shemoneh Esrei.

There is a concept in sefarim hakedoshim that everything is contained in its beginning point.
For example, a son begins with his father. The Jewish people are contained in the three
forefathers Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaakov; in them, we can find the entire essence of the Jewish

people. In the same vein, the first blessing of Shemoneh Esrei contains the entire Shemoneh Esrei.

Chazal say that each person should say to himself, “When will my actions touch upon those
of my forefathers?” We are charged to aspire to go in the ways of our great forefathers. Simply
speaking, this means that we have to touch upon the level of their great middos. We need to do
chessed that resembles a spark of Avraham Avinu’s great chessed. We need to have yirah that
resembles the yirah of Yitzchak Avinu. We need to touch upon the level of rachamim that

Yaakov Avinu personified.

That is the simple meaning of the concept, but there is a deeper understanding. Chazal say
that “the Awos are the holy chariot” — they represent all of Hashem’s handiwork, because they
reached perfection. The entire purpose of Creation is for the Creation to recognize the greatness
of Hashem, and the Avos succeeded in revealing this. They implanted the ability in the world to
recognize and reveal Hashem. Because of the Awvos, we are able to continue revealing Hashem

into the world.

Avraham Avinu personified chessed. He didn’t just reach the most perfected level of chessed.
Rather, he revealed Hashem in the world, through utilizing the middah of chessed to its fullest.
Yitzchak Avinu had a different way of revealing Hashem onto the world: through the trait of
yirah. Yaakov embodied the trait of compassion, but he didn’t just reach the most perfect level

of compassion; he did this to reveal Hashem onto the world.

In other words, the middos that each of the Avos excelled in were just the tools they used in
order to reveal Hashem into the world. The Awvos did not just work on themselves to reveal these
middos to their fullest; they revealed Hashem into the world by way of these middos. Their
middos were the tool to bring about a greater goal, which was to reveal Hashem’s existence into

the world.
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Chazal say that if not for the Torah, we would learn good middos from observing the animals.
What indeed is the difference between the good middos that the Avos had and the good middos
that we can find in animals? If we would just learn how to have good middos from animals, we
would learn simply how to have those good middos, and there would be no difference between
the good middos of a Jew and the good middos of a non-Jew. Our good middos would just be
“derech eretz” — proper mannerisms. But the Torah taught us how to have good middos through
the actions of our Aves. These are different kinds of good middos; they were middos that revealed

Hashem into the world. This is the kind of good middos we strive to embody.

We must see the entire Creation and everything that goes on in it as a way to reveal Hashem
in the world. Since the purpose of Creation is to reveal Hashem, it must be that everything in
Creation somehow serves to reveal Him in the world. Our Torah learning must be seen as a tool
that reveals Hashem. Our middos must be viewed as a tool that reveals Hashem. Our acts of

chessed must be done with the awareness that we are trying to reveal Hashem into the world.

This is the meaning of the statement that the Avos are the holy chariot — the middos that the
Avos personified held up the entire world, because each of their middos served to reveal the

purpose of the entire Creation: to recognize Hashem.

These are really very simple words to anyone who lives a life in which he strives to reveal
Hashem.

Chazal say that when a person davens, he should daven to Hashem, and not to His Thirteen
Attributes of Mercy. Although Hashem has Thirteen Attributes of Mercy, we are not supposed
to turn to His attributes, but rather to Hashem directly. We are not turning to the chessed of
Hashem or to the rachamim that Hashem has on His Creation, but rather, we are supposed to
turn to Hashem Himself. 7efillah/prayer is to “stand in front of the King.” We must strive to

resemble Hashem in our middos, or else there is a barrier between us and Hashem as we stand
before Him.

There are generally two kinds of barriers that get in the way between a person and his
relationship with Hashem. One kind of barrier is when we are entrenched in materialism and
sins. The other kind of barrier is when we have bad middos. Either of these two factors can hold
back a person from feeling that he is standing in front of Hashem, and they act as barriers

between the person and Hashem.

Our soul naturally senses Hashem, but these two barriers can put a hold on the soul’s natural
senses. Before the sin of Adam, Adam was able to see from one end of the world to other, but

after the sin, he lost this special power. This was because the sin dulled his spiritual senses.
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We need to feel the spirituality that lays in something. For example, when we recite Korbonos,
we need to actually feel that they are atoning for our sins. It is only after we actually feel spiritual
realities that we can truly feel like we are standing before Hashem as we daven Shemoneh Esrei.
When we daven Shemoneh Esrei, we need to feel that Hashem is actually here, in front of us,

now, as real as can be.

Dovid Hamelech says, “And 1 will walk before Hashem in the land of the living.” In other
words, even as we walk on this physical planet Earth, we can still feel that we are in front of

Hashem, as long as we feel that He exists.

In our original state, when Adam lived in Gan Eden before the sin, there was no death in the
world. There was only life, and that was the true “land of the living” that Adam walked in,
where he felt utterly in front of Hashem. After the sin, death came upon the world, and this
sense of feeling Hashem in front of us was ruined, but when we stood at Har Sinai, the impurity
of sin was removed from us, and we returned to the pre-sin state. After the sin with the Golden
Calf, we returned back to the post-sin state, in which we don’t always grasp the reality of

Hashem in our life.

But we have a mitzvah to remember the day we stood at Har Sinai. The depth behind this is
that we must remember the state of being at Har Sinai, which was that we felt totally how we
were in front of Hashem. In fact, the only way we are able to stand in front of Hashem during
Shemoneh Esrei is because we once stood at Har Sinai and felt as if we were standing in front of
the King. That was engraved onto our souls, and it was really there already before, through the

Avos, who bequeathed to us this inheritance — the ability to palpably feel and recognize
Hashem.

The prophets were able to see a vision of Hashem, but it was like a cloudy kind of glass, not
totally clear. Moshe Rabbeinu, however, saw Hashem through a clear kind of glass. When we
daven Shemoneh Esrei, we are standing in front of the King — we need to feel Hashem in front
of us as if we're looking at Him through clear glass! We need to feel that Hashem is in front of
us, without any dividers. This is when we realize that all of life is about revealing Hashem.

Nothing in our life serves any other purpose other than to reveal Hashem.

Shemoneh Esrei is the time that is called “tefillah btzibbur,” when the entire congregation
fulfills their obligation of prayer, in unison, through a quorum. Tefillah btzibbur is mainly
defined by Shemoneh Esrei, because Shemoneh Esrei is the time in which we reveal Hashem —

which the entire congregation is charged with.
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What we need to understand is that davening Shemoneh Esrei is not about “me.” It is not
about what “I” need from Hashem, what “I” daven for, etc. It is about revealing Hashem into
the world. (On a deeper note, the sefer Shomer Emunim writes that a person should daven that he

merit to become part of the “holy chariot” in Creation, just like the Avos did).

It is written, “All my bones speak of this [about Hashem].” In other words, all the bones of

our body exist to reveal Hashem!

The entire Shemoneh Esrei is to stand in front of the King. This was a power that was
implanted in us through the Avos. In Shemoneh Esrei, we are supposed to aspire to become like
the Avos, who became the “holy chariot” of the world — by revealing Hashem into the world

through their acts.

In all of our life we need to keep cleansing ourselves internally, but we must not lose sight of
the goal of life, which is to recognize more and more the reality of Hashem’s existence. It’s not
an “avodah” to recognize Hashem’s existence — it is rather the very perspective we need to have
on lifel When you breathe, it’s not an “avodah”; it’s necessary for your life. It is your very life,
because it is reality. To sense Hashem is not an “avodah” — it is reality, and thus, we need to

realize how it is reality....
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Bowing and Standing in Shemoneh Esrei

The halachab is that a person bends his knees and bows as he says the word “baruch” in
Shemoneh Esrei, and he must be erect in his position upon saying the word “Hashem.”? We bow
three times during Shemoneh Esrei — once in the beginning, by the word “baruch,” in Modim,
and in the end of Shemoneh Esrei.

Let us reflect on the concepts of bowing and standing up erect in Shemoneh Esrei in a way that

applies to our soul.

Why do we bow in Shemoneh Esrei? It is written, “For to You, every knee bows.” There are two
root reasons why we bow. One reason is to show subservience, such as when we bow to a king,
or when the kohen would bow in the Beis Hamikdash. Another reason is to bend ourselves down
to someone who is lower than us, for example, when a person leans downward to be able to give

to someone who needs something from him.

The Gemara says that when a person bows, he has to bend until his head is positioned
opposite his heart. The depth behind this is that we have to integrate our “head” — our mind’s
knowledge — with our heart; we must extend our mind’s knowledge in#o our heart. That is the

message behind bowing.

Thus, when we bow in Shemoneh Esrei, we are trying to impress upon ourselves two things:
we want to nullify ourselves to the Creator in subservience, and we want to extend our mind’s

knowledge into our heart.

Shemoneh Esrei is all about standing in front of the King. Now that we have explained the
concept behind bowing, what is more important — standing in front of Hashem or bowing to
Hashem? We find in halachah that some would have the custom during Yamim Noraim to bow
the entire Shemoneh Esrei. So we see that there are two forms in which one can daven Shemoneh

Esrei — to stand the whole time, and to bow the whole time. We will explain the two different
forms of zefillah.

3 Berachos 12a.
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Standing during Shemoneh Esrei: Spiritual Pleasure versus Recognition of Hashem

Standing the whole time during Shemoneh Esrei represents how one must constantly be
connected to the Creator. The purpose of Creation is to come to recognize Hashem, in a
palpable sense; however, the Mesilas Yesharim says that man was created to bask in the spiritual
bliss of Hashem. If so, what is the purpose of the world — to recognize Hashem, or for man to

purp g
have spiritual pleasure? The answer is that the spiritual pleasure is only a “garment” covering
over the main goal; it is only a tool to reach the goal. When a person has true recognition of

Hashem, he enjoys the connection, but that is not the goal. The goal is the actual recognition.

Usually, a person thinks that recognizing Hashem is the tool to get to a greater goal — to
have the spiritual pleasure. People think that pleasure is the goal of life. But it’s really the other
way around: the spiritual pleasure that one has from his connection with Hashem is merely the

tool to get to recognition of Hashem.

Our soul is not really interested in the pleasure; it wants the recognition of Hashem.
However, the soul cannot survive without spiritual pleasure, so it needs to get spiritual pleasure.
Simply speaking, one should derive pleasure from spiritualty, from his Torah and mitzvos,
which will prevent him from searching for inappropriate kinds of pleasure that are forbidden.
That is why we need spiritual pleasure — when we are satisfied from spirituality, we won’t
search for pleasure elsewhere. For example, if a person does two acts of chessed each day, and he
feels vitality from this, he has a good and healthy kind of pleasure and he is utilizing his need for

pleasure in the right way.

However, spiritual pleasure is not the goal. It is written, “Those who grasp the Torah do not
know Me.” The meaning of this is that even if a person derives pleasure from Torah and mitzvos,
if he thinks that spiritual pleasure is the goal, he is really far from Hashem, because the goal is

not about pleasure.

Thus, there are two kinds of people who stand in front of Hashem during Shemoneh Esrei.
One kind of person does so because he has recognition of Hashem, while another person does so

because it’s enjoyable. The first kind of person is the one who fulfills the goal.

What is the purpose of spiritual pleasure? It is because without it, a person wouldn’t be able
to survive. He would learn Torah and do mizzvos simply because he has to, and he would never
find pleasure in it; indeed, there are people who learn Torah and do mizzves simply because “I
have to,” and they don’t enjoy it. Thus, we need to have spiritual pleasure. Spiritual pleasure

from our Torah learning and mitzvos enables us to continue our avodas Hashem. Without
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pleasure in our avodas Hashem, we wouldn’t be able to get very far. But we must be aware that it

is not the goal.

So we need to have both pleasure from spirituality and recognition of Hashem — but we

must be aware that pleasure is the tool to get to the goal, which is to recognize Hashem.

Examples of “Tools” to Get Closer to Hashem
So what are some of these tools that help us to get closer to Hashem?

When a person is born, he does not yet recognize Hashem. All he recognizes are his parents,
and then his family. When a person gets older and he grows up, he begins to face difficulties in
life, so he works on his emunah, and he davens to Hashem to save him from his troubles. He has
a “little” emunah and “a little” bit of recognition of Hashem. After his troubles pass, he stops
davening so hard to Hashem, and he loses the closeness to Hashem he had when he was going
through the difficulty. Why? It is because he didn’t realize the purpose of the difficulty. He

didn’t use it as a tool to deepen his connection with Hashem.

Here is another example that illustrates how people forget about how our situations are really
a “tool” to get to Hashem. A person is davening very hard for something, and he decides to go to
a gadol to get a berachah. Soon after he gets the berachah, he might stop davening as much,
because now he’s content that he has connected with the gadol, so he feels like he doesn’t need to
connect with Hashem as much. He doesn’t understand that the gado! is just a tool to help him

get closer to Hashem....

It’s very possible that a person spends a large amount of the day immersed in davening,
whether it’s for a shidduch or for parnassah — yet he’s still far from Hashem! How? It’s because
his whole attitude towards life is incorrect. He doesn’t see his difficulties as a tool to get him
closer to recognizing Hashem. Even if a person derives a pleasurable feeling from davening, this
is not necessarily leading him to the goal of life; he must understand that the pleasure is only a
tool that can help him reach his goal. When a person forgets the goal, which is to recognize
Hashem, then he remains far from being close to Hashem even if he’s davening all day, and even

if he is aware that the salvation can only come from Hashem.

e Mesilas Yesnarim states that man was created to bask in the spiritual pleasure of Hashem.
The Mesilas Yesh tates that ted to bask in the spiritual pl f Hash

When a person only has an intellectual awareness of Hashem, then he thinks that spiritual
pleasure is the goal. But the purpose of spiritual pleasure is not to be in it for the pleasure, but to

come to the goal, which is to recognize Hashem.
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When a person reviews the Thirteen Principles of Faith (Ani Maamim), does he do this

because it’s enjoyable, or because it gets him closer to recognizing Hashem?

In the Shabbos zemiros, in the song of Koh Ribbon, it says, “Even if man would live for a
thousand years, he would not be able to describe Your strength.” It’s possible for a person to go
his entire life yet never understand what the purpose of life is, even if he is a person who learns

Torah all day and keeps all the mitzvos.

The true kind of life is to derive vitality from getting closer and closer to recognizing the
reality of Hashem. This will result in the true kind of pleasure as well. When a person seeks
other kinds of pleasure, he has the “branches” of pleasure without the “roots.” There are
altogether three sources of spiritual pleasure. One kind of spiritual pleasure is to have pleasure
from loving Hashem and the Torah. The second kind of spiritual pleasure is to have a deep
connection with Hashem and the Torah. The third, deepest, kind of pleasure to have is the
pleasure from having a palpable recognition of Hashem. [But even then, the pleasure is not the

goal, as we said.]

The Depth of Bowing

Now we will explain the depth behind bowing in Shemoneh Esrei. Standing in front of
Hashem requires us to first nullify ourselves to Him. If a person stands in front of Hashem, but
he doesn’t feel nullified to Him, he cannot really stand in front of Hashem. He is still full of

arrogance, and of an arrogant person Hashem says, “I and him cannot dwell under one roof.”*

Thus, the first step of our avodah is always to first make room for Hashem in our heart so He
can enter. Our heart is the source of both our physical and spiritual vitality. A person who is
brain-dead is still considered to be alive, but a person whose heart has ceased to function is
considered to be dead. So too, if we make space in our heart for Hashem to enter, then our heart

becomes a source of life thriving with spirituality.

So when we bow, we are trying to impress upon ourselves that we need to extend our mind’s
knowledge into our heart [as we explained before]; this is how we make space for Hashem to

enter our heart. We can then stand in front of Hashem.

“To stand in front of the King” in Shemoneh Esrei is a life-giving act. In Shemoneh Esrei there

are eighteen blessings, and the number eighteen is the numerical value of the word chai, which

4 Sotab 5a.
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means “alive.” A person can gain life-giving vitality from the very fact that he is standing in front

of Hashem during Shemoneh Esrei.

When a person lives life cognizant of recognizing Hashem, all his Torah learning and mitzvah

performance come as a result of this recognition.

In the sefarim hakedoshim it is explained that Gan Eden and Olam Haba are two different
kinds of spiritual reward. Gan Eden is the place where a person gets rewarded for his good deeds,
while Olam Haba is the place where a person gets rewarded for how much he recognized

Hashem in this world.

Making this Practical

This is the question that a person needs to ask himself: “When I daven Shemoneh Esrei and 1

am standing in front of Hashem, do I feel more alive from this?”

Take some quiet time every day, for just a half a minute, and think about the purpose of life:
that the purpose of life is to come to deepen our recognition of Hashem more and more. And

we must realize that anything else besides this is from this “world of falsity” (alma d’shikra).
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007 | You, Hashem

In the first blessing of Shemoneh Esrei, the halachah is that a person straightens up after he
says the word atah so that he is erect when he says the word “Hashem.” There is an argument in
the halachah whether a person has to bend with his head or with his entire body. Let us try to
understand the concept that lays behind the word azah — You.

The word atah (You) implies that Hashem is an open reality. According to the Rashba, it can
also mean to be face-to-face with Hashem in first person, which means to be “nochach pnei
Hashem — opposite in front of the Face of Hashem.” According to this interpretation, atah is

really another term for nochach, to be “opposite” Hashem.

Throughout Shemoneh Esrei, we say the word atah. We say Atah gibor, atah kodesh, and atah
chonein. In addition, we also say at the end of each blessing, Baruch atah Hashem .... The simple

understanding is that every time we say atah, it means the same thing every time — “You,
Hashem.”

Atah implies facing Hashem in first person. There are two ways to have a vision of Hashem
— one is through an unclear kind of glass [which is what most of the prophets saw] and the
other way is through a clear kind of glass [which is what Moshe Rabbeinu saw]. Atah implies
facing Hashem directly, through a clear kind of glass. It implies closeness. The closer a person is

to his friend, the more he speaks to him in first person.

There are many levels to azah. The highest level of atah is when a person clearly recognizes
Hashem, as is it written, “Atah hu mishenivre ha'olam — You existed before the world was
created.” But we live in the lower plane of Creation, and thus there are many barriers that get in
the way of this recognition. The more we purify our heart and intellect, the more we recognize
Hashem as Azah.

Each time we find the word atah in Shemoneh Esrei, it is revealing a different facet of
recognizing Hashem, reflected in the essence of each of the nineteen blessings of Shemoneh Esrei
— so there are really nineteen different ways of revealing how Hashem is azah. There are
different forms of recognition of Hashem. There is a kind of recognition of Hashem in which a
person recognizes His simple reality, and there is a kind of recognition in which a person realizes

hashgachah peratis (Divine Providence), how Hashem runs the world. But azb is always about



34 | Bilvavi on Tefillah 1

revealing the Face of Hashem, which is the concept of heras panim, the “illuminating

countenance of Hashem,” when Hashem shines His Face upon us.

There are different levels to how much we reveal Hashem’s Face. To illustrate, in the physical
world, the more you recognize a person, the more you get to know him. The less you see his
face, the less you recognize him. The recognition you have toward your friend deepens the more
you get to know him and recognize him; the way you recognize him a year later is much more
clear than the way you recognized him a year ago. In the same way, there are levels to how much

we recognize Hashem. It keeps deepening, and there are more levels we can uncover.

For example, in the fourth blessing of Shemoneh Esrei, atah honein, a person is revealing
Hashem’s Face through the means of asking Him for understanding. Each blessing of Shemoneh
Esrei, when we say atah, we are revealing a new facet of recognizing Hashem, through the means

of that particular blessing.

Chazal say that when a person sees the blue color of fecheiles, he is reminded of the sea, which
reminds him of the sky, which reminds him of the Heavenly Throne. Is the Heavenly Throne
the apex of recognition? No, the point is not about the Heavenly Throne. It is rather because by
being reminded of the Heavenly Throne, one is able to keep ascending higher in his recognition

of Hashem — his perception of the concept of atah keeps deepening.
The Mesilas Yesharim, in the chapter about yiras cheit (fear of sin), writes that to purpose.

The purpose of every request in Shemoneh Esrei is to realize how each request can bring us to a
greater perception of atah — “You, Hashem.” We must realize that all spiritual growth must be

directed toward this purpose — to deepen our sense of atah towards Hashem.

And when we say a berachah over food, the purpose is also to be able to say “Baruch atah,
Hashem.” Besides the fact that the purpose of a berachah is to give thanks to Hashem, we should
know the purpose of why we have to give thanks in the first place: we are giving thanks to the

One who created this fruit or vegetable. The purpose is always atah — You, Hashem.
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008 | Standing in Front of the King

The halachab is that a person bends his knees upon saying the word baruch, straightens upon

saying the word atah, so that he can be erect upon saying the word Hashem.

We find that on Yom Kippur, the Kohen Gadol would pronounce the Name of Hashem, when
he was totally spread out on the ground. If so, why do we do differently when we daven

Shemoneh Esreiz Why are we erect by Hashem’s Name in Shemoneh Esrei?

The answer lays in the following. When we say the word Hashem, it is brought in halachah
that one needs to have in mind that Hashem was, is, and always will be the “Adon Hakol —
Master of everything.” What does it mean that Hashem is <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>