TEFILLA, AT THE CORNER OF BRISK & BRESLOV
KAVANA AS A TOOL FOR REDEFINING MY DAVENING

The siddur
The machzor Whispering a personal request to Hashem
The entire shemona esrei

Which one of these is actually “tefilla”, “davening”?
Which is the “real one” - the official words or my own?

And how about this ...

Rav Soloveichik explained that shofar is a non-verbal prayer, a way of davening without words. vemei zitaon

What does this mean? How would a person daven without saying any words?

What else bothers you in trying to make sense of tefilla? What else bothers those around you?
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This graphic means that in Torah learning,
turning a small key often opens big doors.

In other words, small questions about details can often
lead to big ideas when we find the answer.

So let’s begin our exploration with what looks like
a small question about a detail.
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TEFILLA, AT THE CORNER OF BRISK & BRESLOV
KAVANA AS A TOOL FOR REDLEINING MY DAVENING
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1. Talmud Berachos (30b)

Rabbi Eliezer taught: “An individual should always self-assess [prior to prayer (= shemona esrei)]. If he
can concentrate (kavana), let him pray; if not, not.”
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2. Talmud Berachos (34b)

One who prays ought to concentrate (kavana) throughout all berachos of the prayer (= shemona esrei);
minimally, an individual must concentrate during the first beracha.

» Which aspect of prayer (‘tefilla’) is the focus of these two passages of gemara (#1 and #2)?

» What puzzle arises from comparing them with one another?
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3. Rambam Prayer 4:15-16
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TEFILLA, AT THE CORNER OF BRISK & BRESLOV

KAVANA AS A TOOL FOR REDLIINING MY DAVENING

[15]  Prayer devoid of kavana does not count as prayer. [Therefore] one who prayed without kavana
should repeat the prayer with kavana. A person who finds his mind unfocussed and unsettled may not
pray until settling himself. ...

[16] What is ‘kavana? One clears his mind of outside thoughts and recognizes that he is in the
presence of the Divine. Therefore, one needs to pause before beginning to pray, thus enabling a prayer
experience which will be unhurried and heartfelt.
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4. Rambam Prayer 10:1

[1] One who prayed without kavana repeats his prayer with kavana. If he concentrated during the
first beracha, the prayer need not be repeated. ...

» Sources #3 and #4 are restatements of the two passages of gemara above (#1 and #2). How do they
line up - how do they correspond? [HINT: The color scheme may help you.]

» Do these restatements help to solve our puzzle? Do they create new puzzles?

» What do they teach us about tefilla in general? Any surprises about kavana in particular?

» Do you think tefilla might be flexible? Extendable? Informal? Wordless?

» Does anything need to happen before tefilla?
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5. Rav Chaim Soloveichik on Rambam Prayer 4:15-16

The term ‘kavana’ is used in two different senses. In source #4 above, it is meant in the usual sense of
the word. However, in source #3 ‘kavana’ means intent (or awareness) to stand in the presence of
Hashem.

This sort of kavana [source #3] is not an add-on; rather, it is the essential to tefilla. If you lack this
awareness, you are a mis’aseik [a person who is unaware of his action], and as a mis’aseik your action
does not halachically count as yours. That is why the kavana of source #3 is critical throughout the
Shemona Esrei, unlike the kavana of source #4 which is ideal throughout the tefilla but critical only for
the first beracha.

» How did Rav Chaim solve the puzzle above? What distinction did he make?

» Pay close attention to Rav Chaim’s explanation (in the second paragraph), and think it through
carefully. What does he teach us about the definition of tefilla itself?

Here’s the key point. If you answer the previous question, you have just bridged the gap
from analysis of a detail of ftefilla (whether/when kavana is critical)
to deeper understanding of the core concept of tefilla. In other words ...
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Now we can take that deeper understanding, that core concept, and use it by
applying it to our earlier questions. First return to the last set of questions
on page 3, and then to the opening questions on page 1. Can you answer
them more thoroughly with this core concept of tefilla in hand?
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