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The Muddied Meaning of ‘Mindfulness’

First Words

By VIRGINIA HEFFERNAN ~ APRIL 14, 2015

Most newly stylish coinages carry with them some evidence of grammatical trauma.
Consider “affluencer,” “selfie,” “impactful.” Notes of cynicism and cutesiness come
through. But every now and then a bright exception to this dispiriting routine
appears. A rookie word makes its big-league debut, a stadium of pedants prepares to
peg it with tomatoes and — nothing. A halfhearted heckle. The new word looks only
passably pathetic. Maddeningly, it has heft.

“Mindfulness” may be that hefty word now, one that can't readily be dismissed
as trivia or propaganda. Yes, it's current among jaw-grinding Fortune 500 executives
who take sleeping pills and have “leadership coaches,” as well as with the moneyed
earnest, who shop at Whole Foods, where Mindful magazine is on the newsstand
alongside glossies about woodworking and the environment. It looks like nothing
more than the noun form of “mindful” — the proper attitude toward the London
subway's gaps — but “mindfulness” has more exotic origins. In the late 19th century,
the heyday of both the British Empire and Victorian Orientalism, a British
magistrate in Galle, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), with the formidable name of Thomas
William Rhys Davids, found himself charged with adjudicating Buddhist
ecclesiastical disputes. He set out to learn Pali, a Middle Indo-Aryan tongue and the
liturgical language of Theravada, an early branch of Buddhism. In 1881, he thus
pulled out “mindfulness” — a synonym for “attention” from 1530 — as an
approximate translation of the Buddhist concept of sati.
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The translation was indeed rough. Sati, which Buddhists consider the first of
seven factors of enlightenment, means, more nearly, “memory of the present,” which
didn't track in tense-preoccupied English. “Mindfulness” stuck — but may have
saddled the subtle sati with false-note connotations of Victorian caution, or even

obedience. (“Mind your manners!”)

“Mindfulness” finally became an American brand, however, a hundred years
later, when the be-here-now, Eastern-inflected explorations of the '60s came to
dovetail with self-improvement regimes. In the 1970s, Jon Kabat-Zinn, a molecular
biologist in New England and a longtime meditator in the Zen Buddhist tradition,
saw in Rhys Davids’s word a chance to scrub meditation of its religious origins.
Kabat-Zinn believed that many of the secular people who could most benefit from
meditation were being turned off by the whiffs of reincarnation and other religious
esoterica that clung to it. So he devised a new and pleasing definition of
“mindfulness,” one that now makes no mention of enlightenment: “The awareness
that arises through paying attention on purpese in the present moment, and
non-judgmentally.”

Under cover of this innocuous word, Buddhist meditation nosed its way into a
secular audience bent on personal growth and even success strategies. The idea that
people might overcome psychological and physiological shortcomings with
self-induced comforting thoughts had already taken hold by other names: positive
thinking, the recovery movement, self-help. In her scathing 1992 critique of this
idea, “I'm Dysfunctional, You're Dysfunctional,” Wendy Kaminer might have been
describing the dissemination of mindfulness as a kind of shorthand for betterment
when she talked about how to write a self-help book: “Package platitudes about
positive thinking, prayer or affirmation therapy as surefire, scientific techniques.”
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Definition of MINDFULNESS

Merriman-Webster Dictionary

L

the quality or state of being mindful

1
2

judgmental state of heightened or complete awareness of

f maintaining a non

the practice o
one's thoughts, emotions, or experiences on a moment-to-moment basis; also

awareness

such a state of

TIME Magazine, Special Edition 2016

something simple and :zcl._z_._r:.n an om-
clet, say, or folding c_o..__cml.: can be a very
big deal if your _,BG is trying to sort out a
complex problem, Miller says.

ALERT OVERLOAD

One recent study found that it can take your
brain 15 to 25 minutes to get back to where
it was after stopping to check an email. And
Miller’s own research shows that you don’t get
better at this sort of multitasking with prac-
tice. In fact, people who
judged themselves to
be expert digital mul-
titaskers tended to be
pretty bad at it, he says.

“You're not able
to think as deeply on
something when you're
being distracted every
few minutes,” Miller
notes. “And thinking
deeply is where real in-
sights come from.”

There seems to be
an easy solution to this: when you’re working
on something complicated, switch off your
phone and email.

That could work for some people. But
there’s evidence that as your brain becomes
accustomed to checking a device every few
minutes, it will struggle to stay on task even
when it’s not interrupted by digital alerts.
“There’s something called ‘phantom text syn-
drome, ” Atchley says. “You think you hear a
text or alert, but there isn’t one.”

Although phantom texts can afflict adults,
Atchley says this phenomenon is pretty much
universal among people under the age of 20—
many of whom wouldn’t recognize a world
that doesn’t include smartphones. Even if you
don’t hear phantom alerts, you may still find
yourself reflexively wanting to check your
device every few minutes for updates, which
disrupts your concentration regardless of
whether you ignore that impulse.

judged

FINDING FOCUS

Your ability to focus aside, a 2014 study ap-
pearing in the journal PLOS One found that
people who spend a lot of time “media multi-

People who

themselves to
be expert digital
multitaskers
tended to be
pretty bad at it.

tasking”—orjuggling lots of different websites,
apps, programs or other digital stimuli—tend
to have less gray matter in a part of their brain
involved with thought and emotion control.
These same structural changes are associated
with obsessive-compulsive disorder, depres-
sion and anxiety disorders, says that study’s
first author, Kep Kee Loh, who conducted his
research at University College London.

Atchley says that research suggests that lots
of device use bombards your brain’s prefron-
tal cortex, which plays
a big role in willpower
and  decision-making.
“The prefrontal cortex
prevents us from doing
stupid things, whether
it'’s eating junk food or
texting while driving,”
he explains.

He says this part of
the human brain isn’t
“fully wired” until one’s
early 20s—an issue that
has him worried about
how heavy device use may be affecting chil-
dren and adolescents.

So what’s the antidote? Spending time in
nature may counteract the focus-draining
effects of too much tech time, indicates re-
search that Atchley and Strayer published
in 2012. Meditation may also offer focus-
strengthening benefits.

Strayer says putting your phone on silent
and setting your email to deliver new mes-
sages only every 30 minutes are ways to use
your devices strategically and “not be a slave
to them.”

Of course, there are plenty of benefits as-
sociated with the latest and greatest technolo-
gies. Ease and convenience of staying in touch
with friends is a big one. But many open ques-
tions remain when it comes to the true cost of
our digital distractions.

“Imagine Einstein trying to think about
mathematics at a time when part of his brain
was wondering what was going on with Twit-
ter;” Atchley says. “People make incredible
breakthroughs when they're concentrating
very hard on a specific task, and I'wonder if our
devices are taking away our ability to do that.”
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Daubenmier, an assis-
tant professor at the

Osher Center for Inte-

grative Medicine at the
University of Califor-
nia, San Francisco.

On a basic level,
dieters  understand
what they should and
should not eat, she
says. But actually fol-
lowing through often requires a skill set they
haven't yet mastered.

“It’s really easy to eat for pleasure rather
than for hunger,” says Daubenmier. “I think
many diet programs fail because people don’t
know how to stop eating this way.”

Becoming better attuned to your body’s
signals may weaken this eating-for-fun in-
stinct; research has linked mindfulness to re-
duced binge eating, less emotional eating and
decreased body weight.

WEIGHT LOSS AND HEALTH GAINS

It also seems to support long-term health. In
a study published in the journal Obesity in
March 2016, Daubenmier and her colleagues
observed a connection between mindfulness
and lasting physiological benefits. The nearly
200 obese adults in their study were all asked
to follow the same diet and exercise regimen.
Half the group was given additional informa-
tion on nutrition and exercise, while the other
half was taught mindful cating techniques, as
well as yoga, meditation and c_.oﬁ_::n. exer-
cises. To learn to eat mindfully, participants
were instructed to eat one raisin. >wn_.ip_‘.9
the researchers asked them to reflect on it:
Did the raisin make them feel full? Ona scale
0f 1t0 10, how full did they feel? What signs of
fullness was their body giving them? Gradu-
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hard about food may
sound a little odd, if
not impractical. Many
of us frequently eat
meals on the go or in small windows of time,
But this mode of dining can eventually become
second nature, insists Michael Mantzios, a lec-
turer in health psychology at Birmingham City
University in England. He's seen it himself in
his research: in a study published in Psychol-
ogy & Health that he co-authored, participants
appeared to internalize the message of mindful
cating and apply it subconsciously over time,
They were divided into two groups; half prac-
ticed meditation and half logged their meals in
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Mindfulness - Stress

HERE'S A CERTAIN SORT OF

person mind-body expert Alice

Domar sees all too often: the

ope with a high-octane life

who has no idea that her stress

Jevels are sabotaging her health. “One woman

5ad two ids and worked So hours a week”

recalls Domar, who is the executive director

of the Domar Center for Mind/Body Healthin

Waltham, Mass. “She came to me because she

was thinking of trying for a third child and

was concerned about her imregular periods—

but when I took 2 complete history, I found

out that she had 2 host of physical symptoms,

including frequent headaches and insomnia.

It never occurred to her that they had any-
thing to do with her intense lifestyle”

Thart's the insidious thing about stress: it
nflmrates our bodies even as our heads are
Spinning. Andit’s ever-present; the American
Psychological Association reports that 34% of
Americans say their stress levels have shot up
inthe pastyear. Left untreated, stress can lead
to serious ills, including heart disease, de-
pression. anxiety and diabetes. It could even
speed up the spread of breast and ovarian
cancers, research suggests. Untamed tension
may also pop up as aches and ills that make us
feel crummy on 2 daily basis.

As annoying as those eye twitches and
stomach knots are, we should be thanking
our bodies for the heads-up, doctors say.
“Physical symptoms that accompany stress
are part of the body’s warning system,” notes
Darshan Mehta, the medical director of Mas-
sachusetts General Hospital’s Benson-Henry
Institute for Mind Body Medicine in Boston.
They nudge you to take better care of your-
self. Ahead, everything you've ever wondered
about how stress affects your system but were
too frazzled to ask.

Why does stress

have a physical effect
ifit’s a mental thing?
Forget your tyrant boss; blame the woolly
thinoceros. “Stress activates 2 psychophysi-
ologic response—the mind perceives a threat

or emergency, and your body reacts?” accord-
ing to Michael McKee, who was 2 psycholo-

gist at the Cleveland Clinic.
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inflammation may lead to anything frop, a,.
common cold to, in the long run, hezr 5,
tacks, stroke and autoimmune disorders, 4
2014 study revealed that people under signifi-
cant pressure at work had a 45% higher ris o¢
Type 2 diabetes.

@ brajy.
megie Mgy,

R

Do events such as
a death or divorce
affect you more than
everyday hassles?
Both acute stress and the daily kind czn ds
harm, weakening your immunity and trig-
gering flare-ups of migraines, irritable howe!
syndrome and arthritis. “Chronic activation
of your stress response can contribute to dis-
ease,” Mehta says. One study from Pennsjl-
vania State University discovered that peaplt
who got distressed by little annoyances wert
more likely to have chronic health condition:
such as arthritis-induced pain 10 years _uE.,
A key aid to weathering life's dram®
friends. Research shows that when mn& im
a big upset, many of us cope by leaning N,
social supports, which dramatically :.A_%:
stress and strengthens resilience. .:__:.mém
little hassles have a way of getting under ¥

¢,
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Torah and Mindfulness
2. Talmud Bavli, Sukkoh 53a
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Mindfulness in Judaism

3. Jewish Meditation, Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, Chapter 5

There is ample evidence that meditative practices were
widespread among Jews throughout Jewish history. References
to meditation are found in major Jewish texts in every period
from the biblical to the premodern era. One reason that this has
not been universally recognized is that the vocabulary of
meditation has been lost to a large degree, especially during the

last century.

Until the rise of the Jewish Enlightenment, mysticism and

intellectualism had equal status within Judaism. The ostensible
goal of the Enlightenment, however, was to raise the intellectual
level of Judaism, and positive as this may have been, it was often
done at the expense of other Jewish values. The first values to fall
by the wayside were Jewish mysticism in general and meditation
in particular. Anything that touched upon the mystical was
denigrated as superstition and occultism and was deemed
unworthy of serious study.

Even Kabbalah, which contains mysticism par excellence, was
reduced to simply an intellectual exercise; its deeper meanings
were totally lost. In earlier chapters we discussed how many
phenomena experienced in a meditative state cannot be
understood rationally. This premise was not recognized by the
nineteenth-century rationalists, and even the ineffable became
the subject of philosophical discussion.

For this and other reasons, all references to meditation
vanished from mainstream Jewish literature about 150 years ago.
This is true even in Chasidic literature, where meditation initially
played a central role. Because of this antimystical trend, even
Kabbalistic works published after around 1840 show a surprising
lack of even the slightest mention of meditation. After a century
of indifference, even the meanings of key words were forgotten.

In earlier literature, by contrast, references to meditation are
abundant. This is true even in the Bible, although one has to

YILC
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resort to a kind of “verbal archaeology” to discover the true
meaning of key words.

In any case, it appears from both biblical and postbiblical
sources that meditation was central to the prophetic experience,
and that this experience was attained in the meditative state. The
Bible states explicitly that the prophets used chants and music to
attain higher states of consciousness. Careful philological analysis
of certain key words in the Bible suggests that they refer to
specific meditative methods. This subject formed the basis of my
first book on the subject, Meditation and the Bible. However,
since the discussion consists largely of analysis of Hebrew words,
it is beyond the scope of this book.

From the literature, it seems evident that a prophet would
almost always experience his first prophetic experience while in a
meditative state. Later, however, it would become possible for
him to experience prophecy without meditation. Sometimes
prophecy would come to a prophet unexpectedly and without
warning. This probably involved a phenomenon sometimes
referred to as “flashback.” After a person has become adept at
reaching higher levels of consciousness through meditation, he
can occasionally reach such levels spontaneously as well. This
seems to be evident in the experiences of a number of prophets.

There is also evidence that during the period when the Bible
was written (until approximately 400 B.C.E.), meditation was
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Rabbi Abraham Maimonides writes that there are two types of
isolation (hitbodedut), external and internal. External isolation is
nothing more than physical seclusion, but internal isolation refers
to the meditative process, where one isolates himself both
spiritually and mentally.

Such meditation is seen as the highest of all practices, being the
method used by the prophets to attain their revelation. The
prophets frequently engaged in physical seclusion, but the main
purpose of such external isolation was as preparation for internal
isolation or meditation, which brought one to the highest step on
the ladder of revelation. Such a state of internal isolation is seen,
not only as a means to attain revelation, but as actually being the
revelation itself.

A number of Biblical verses are seen by Rabbi Abraham as
referring to such a meditative state. It is the perfection from
within the heart for which King David prayed when he said, “A
pure heart create for me, O God” (Psalm 51:12). It was also the
attainment of Aseph, regarding which he sang, “My flesh and
heart fade away, while God becomes the Rock of my heart and my
portion forever” (Psalm 73:26). These verses refer to the purity of
the mind and heart, when they are cleansed of all things other
than the Divine. When a person attains such a state, the Divine
Essence is actually seen as entering the mind and dwelling in it.

4. Rambaom, Hilchos Avodah Zaroh 1:1-3

MEDITATION
THE BblE

L%
ARYEH KAPLAN

SAMUEL WEISER, INC.
York Beach, Maine

The method through which this is attained is also clearly
described: “This level is achieved through a cessation of activity
on the part of the perceptive faculty, completely, or at least for the
most part, divoreing it from the soul. The motivating force of the
consciousness is thus divorced from all worldly concepts and is
inclined toward the Divine. The intellect then becomes enveloped
in the Divine, and the imagination which is associated with the
meditative faculty becomes activated through contemplation in
God's creation, gazing at the mighty things that bear witness to
their Creator.”

The main method of meditation as outlined by Rabbi Abraham,
thus involves the contemplation of nature. A person can
contemplate the greatness of the sea, marveling at the many
creatures that live in it. One can gaze at a clear night sky, allowing
his mind to be completely absorbed by the glory of the stars.
Through such intense contemplation, one can attain a meditative
state directed toward the Divine.

This is seen as the level of Aseph, one of the co-authors of the
Psalms, who purified his heart and mind, cleansing it of all things
other than the Divine. It is regarding this state that he said, “My
flesh and heart fade away.” When he divorced his consciousness
from everything but God, he said, “Who have I in heaven? And
with You, I have no desire on earth” (Psalm 73:25).

Although the entire psalm is not discussed, many other verses

During the times of Enosh, mankind made a great mistake, and the wise men of
that generation gave thoughtless counsel. Enosh himself was one of those who

erred.
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Their mistake was as follows: They said God created stars and spheres with which
to control the world. He placed them on high and treated them with honor, making
them servants who minister before Him. Accordingly, it is fitting to praise and
glorify them and to treat them with honor. [They perceived) this to be the will of
bod, blessed be He, that they magnify and honor those whom He magnified and
honored, just as a king desires that the servants who stand before him be
honored. Indeed, doing so is an expression of honor to the king.

After conceiving of this notion, they began to construct temples to the stars and
offer sacrifices to them. They would praise and glorify them with words, and
prostrate themselves before them, because by doing so, they would - according
to their false conception - be fulfilling the will of God.

This was the essence of the worship of false gods, and this was the rationale of
those who worshiped them. They would not say that there is no other god except
for this star.

This message was conveyed by Jeremiah, who declared (10:7-8): "Who will not
fear You, King of the nations, for to You it is fitting. Among all the wise men of the
nations and in all their kingdoms, there is none like You. They have one foolish and
senseless [notion. They conceive of their] empty teachings as wood;" i.e.. all know
that You alone are God. Their foolish error consists of conceiving of this
emptiness as Your will.

After many years passed, there arose people - false prophets - who told [their
nations] that God had commanded them to say: Serve this star - or all the stars
- sacrifice to it, offer libations to it, build a temple for it and make an image of it
so that all people - including the women, the children, and the comman people -
could bow toit.

He would inform them of a form that he had conceived, and tell them that this is
the image of the particular star, claiming that this was revealed to him in a
prophetic vision. In this manner, the people began to make images in temples,
under trees, and on the tops of mountains and hills.

People would gather together and bow down to them and the [false prophets]
would say: This image is the source of benefit or harm. It is appropriate to serve
it and fear it. Their priests would tell them: This service will enable you to multiply
and be successtul. Do this and this, or do not do this or this.

Subsequently, other deceivers arose and declared that a specific star, sphere, or
angel had spoken to them and commanded them: Serve me in this manner. He
would then relate a mode of service [telling them:] Do this, do not do this.

Thus, these practices spread throughout the world. People would serve images
with strange practices - one more distorted than the other - offer sacrifices to
them. and bow down to them. As the years passed, [God's] glorious and awesome
name was forgotten by the entire population. (It was no longer part of] their
speech or thought, and they no longer knew Him. Thus, all the common people, the
women, and the children would know only the image of wood or stone and the
temples of stone to which they were trained from their childhood to bow down
and serve, and in whose name they swore.
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The wise men among them would think that there is no God other than the stars
and spheres for whose sake, and in resemblance of which, they had made these
images. The Eternal Rock was not recognized or known by anyone in the world,
with the EXception of a [few] individuals: for
example, Chanoch, Metushelach, Noach, Shem, and Ever. The world continued in
this fashion until the pillar of the world - the Patriarch Abraham - was born.

After this mighty man was weaned, he began to explore and think. Though he was
a child, he began to think [incessantly] throughout the day and night, wondering:
How is it possible for the sphere to continue to revolve without having anyone
controlling it? Who is causing it to revolve? Surely, it does not cause itself to
revolve.

He had no teacher, nor was there anyone to inform him. Rather, he was
mired in Ur Kasdim among the foolish idolaters. His father, mother, and all
the people [around him] were idol worshipers, and he would worship with
them. [However,] his heart was exploring and [gaining] understanding.
Ultimately, he appreciated the way of truth and understood the path of
righteousness through his accurate comprehension. He realized that there
was one God who controlled the sphere, that He created everything, and that
there is no other God among all the other entities. He knew that the entire world
was making a mistake. What caused them to err was their service of the stars
and images, which made them lose awareness of the truth.

Abraham was forty years old when he became aware of his Creator. When he
recognized and knew Him, he began to formulate replies to the inhabitants of Ur
Kasdim and debate with them, telling them that they were not following a proper
path.

He broke their idols and began to teach the people that it is fitting to serve only
the God of the world. To Him [alone] is it fitting to bow down, sacrifice, and offer
libations, so that the people of future [generations] would recognize Him.
[Conversely,] it is fitting to destroy and break all the images, lest all the people
err concerning them, like those people who thought that there are no other gods
besides these [images].

When he overcame them through the strength of his arguments, the king desired
to kill him. He was [saved through)] a miracle and left for Charan. [There,] he
began to call in a loud voice to all people and inform them that there is one God
in the entire world and it is proper to serve Him. He would go out and call to the
people, gathering them in city after city and country after country, until he came
to the land of Canaan - proclaiming [God's existence the entire time] - as
[Genesis 21:33] states: "And He called there in the name of the Lord, the eternal
God."

When the people would gather around him and ask him about his statements, he
would explain [them] to each one of them according to their understanding, until
they turned to the path of truth. Ultimately, thousands and myriads gathered
around him. These are the men of the house of Abraham.
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He planted in their hearts this great fundamental principle, composed texts about
it, and taught it to Isaac, his son

5. Sfas Emes, Lech Lecha
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What it Prophecy?
6. Rambam, Yesodei HaToroh 7:1
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8. Derech H, IV:3:4 Schools of Prophets
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How Many Neviim Were There?
9. Talmud Bavli, Megilloh 14a
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The End of Prophecy: Us
10. Seder Olam, Perek 32
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11. Talmud Bavli, Brachos 33a
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12. Jewish Meditation, Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, Chapter 5

the most select individuals. The Great Assembly, which
represented the first Jewish leadership in the Second
Commonwealth, thus decreed: “The discipline of the chariot may
be taught only to individual students (one at a time), and they
must be wise, understanding with their own knowledge.”

The Great Assembly also realized that the general populace
would need a meditative discipline. But rather than have it be
something loose and unstructured, they needed a discipline with
a structure common to the entire Jewish nation, one that would
serve as a means of uniting the people. It would have to contain
the hopes and aspirations of the nation as a whole, to reinforce
the unity of the Jewish people.

The meditative discipline that was composed by the Great
Assembly ended up as the Amidah, a “standing” prayer consisting
of eighteen sections, which would be repeated silently, in an
upright position, three times each day. It is true that nowadays
the Amidah is thought of more as a prayer than a meditative
device, but the most ancient sources regard it as a meditation.
Indeed, the Talmud verifies that this was its original intention.

This also explains why the Great Assembly legislated that the
same prayer be repeated three times each day. People often
complain that saying the same prayer over and over is tedious
and uninspiring. For anyone familiar with mantra meditation,
however, the opposite is true. All types of mantra meditation

Earlier, we defined meditation as controlled thinking. In this
sense, kavanah would be the most generic Hebrew term for
meditation.

The word kavanah is most often used in relation to prayer or
worship. In Judaism, as we shall see, the line between worship
and meditation is often a very fine one. Many elements of the
worship service are specifically designed to be used as
meditations, to reach higher states of consciousness. We have
discussed this usage with regard to the Amidah, but it is also true
of a number of other prayers.

‘When one has kavanah in worship, one is allowing the words
of the service to direct one’s consciousness. The mind is brought
to the state of consciousness defined by the prayer one is reciting.
In this respect, the prayer is used to direct the consciousness.

The word kavanah is also associated with various actions,
especially those involving fulfillment of the commandments or
rituals. Here, too, kavanah denotes clearing the mind of
extraneous thought and concentrating totally on the action at
hand. The act itself becomes the means through which the
person’s consciousness is directed.

In addition to the general concept of kavanah, various Jewish
devotional works, especially those of a Kabbalistic nature, contain
collections of specific kavanah meditations, or kavanoth, for
various rituals. These kavanoth are used to direct the mind along
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involve repetition. In mantra meditation, the device repeated is a
word or a phrase, and it can be repeated over and over for weeks,
months, or even years on end.

The Amidah was meant to be repeated three times every day
from childhood on, and essentially the same formula would be
said for an entire lifetime. The Amidah could therefore be looked
upon as one long mantra. In many ways, it has the same effects as
a mantra, lifting the individual to a high meditative level of
consciousness. As we shall, there is an entire literature that
describes how the Amidah can be used in this manner. But most
important, there is ample evidence that it was originally
composed as the common form of meditation to be used by the
entire Jewish nation.

From Talmudic times through the Middle Ages, an extensive
literature dealing with Jewish meditation was written. Virtually
every method found in general meditation can be found in
ancient Jewish texts, as well as a number of methods that are
found nowhere else. Indeed, a comparative study of meditative
methods shows that the Jewish systems may have been among
the most advanced in the world.

The Talmud speaks at length of meditation and meditative
experiences, referring to it as the discipline of the chariot or
“entering Paradise.” There are numerous anecdotes about
Talmudic sages, such as Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai and Rabbi

the inner paths defined by the esoteric meaning of the ritual.

Another important Hebrew term associated with meditation is
hitbonenuth. Translated literally, this word means “self-
understanding.” It reflects a somewhat different type of
meditation.

Normally, we look at things dispassionately and objectively. I
may look at a leaf and even examine it very closely, but it does not
affect me in any way. I am exactly the same person after as I was
before. It does not change my state of consciousness at all. My
mind is the same looking at the leaf as it would be otherwise.

However, I may also look at the leaf with the aim of using it to
attain a higher level of consciousness or a greater degree of self-
awareness. I would then be using the leaf as a means to achieve
“self-understanding,” or hitbonenuth.

The great Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides (1135-1204)
speaks about using hitbonenuth meditation while contemplating
God'’s creation. One can achieve a profound love for God through
such contemplation. This is effective precisely because it is not
merely a simple contemplation of various aspects of God’s
creation, but is understanding oneself as part of this creation.
When one sees God’s creation, and understands one’s own role as
part of it, one can develop a deep and lasting love for God. Who
has not gone out into the fields on a clear night and gazed at the
stars, yearning to unlock their secret? One thinks about the vast,
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The general impression one gains from studying these texts is
not only that meditation was practiced by Jews, but that for quite
a number of centuries it was a very important ingredient of
Judaism. Clearly, Jewish meditation has been part and parcel of
Judaism throughout the ages.

Tefilah: Examples in Halacha
13. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 1:1
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14. Biur Halacha, ad loc.
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15. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 1:4
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17. Mishna Beruro, ad loc.

&

YILC Rabbi Ya’akov Trump | 11



Y1777 7102 X2 RITW > X2 DR 297 NND2 0771277 P72 WWDD P90 P71 0TI NINWA DIRT 1D’ YXI- MBI WITD (X)
HY Y IR 205 17% (1970 27w NAIWNII I QWA K71 Y 7397 712 2p0pn 170 779RT 19071 RNy X293 773 750
TXD D*IRI2NT NI IYRT ANOW YR D7 YWIT 21D 1°V1 1P 12 PPN H9DNM XITW 793R MIN0 TYW MINR MRWY WI7

1 WY N2 WII°D 17137 7% 795N 0TI 1 79BN NYW3A M3% X7R v7Iw3

Brachos
18. The Collected Writing of R. Hirsch, Vol. 2 p. 181

Our Sages understood how to transplant the seeds of these special
days into the realm of everyday life, thus transforming every aspect of
daily life that touches us into a never-ceasing source of strength.

Most prominent among all the institutions ordained by our Sages
is that of the Berachoth, with which they meant to transfer the “Divine
service” from the periphery of the Temple and the altars into the
activities and pleasures of everyday life. Our Sages were well aware of
the incalculable worth of this Berachoth-institution: "% *¥37 [XD "X
mo737 *»» op% xTon He that wishes to m'ake progress toward the
lofty goal of moral perfection should be particularly careful to observe

the laws pertaining to Berachoth.

19. The Sages Vol. 1, Rabbi Binyamin Lau, p. 10-11

The enactment of prayers and blessings

The renewal of life in the land of Israel spurred the leadership to actu-
alize the teachings of the prophets as part of the religious reform. This
required the enactment of edicts, decrees, and customs. The most well-
known of these dealt with the institutionalization of religious life:

The Men of the Great Assembly enacted blessings and prayers,
sanctifications and Havdalot, for Israel. (Berakhot 33a)

This sentence from the Talmud embodies a wealth of material concern-
ing the activities of the Men of the Great Assembly. The single phrase
“blessings and prayers” encompasses almost the entirety of our religious
world. Can a person be religious without reciting blessings and prayers?

Our daily routine is almost inconceivable in their absence, since one’s
entire daily connection to God is summed up in these two words, “bless-
ings” and “prayers.” Without a blessing or a prayer we have no stable
meeting point with God, and are left only with spontaneous overtures
attimes of grace, of joy or, heaven forbid, of crisis. The Men of the Great
Assembly understood that the life of simple people far from the Tem-
ple - a rural farmer perhaps — had no spiritual dimension or possibility
of touching the holy. They saw that only by formalizing the relationship
between the individual and his Creator would all people have access to
their inner spiritual lives. Prayer and blessings introduced a framework
of basic religious consciousness into the religious world of the layman,
This was a revolution that called upon every Jew to participate actively
in the service of God, rather than simply to rely on the knowledge that
sacrifices were being offered in the Temple on his behalf.
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20. The Collected Writings of R. Hirsch, Vol. 2 p. 181

Every month of our Jewish calendar year has received from Jewish
Law or from Jewish history some unique characteristic by which it
makes its own special impact upon our minds and spirits. Marchesh-
van is the only month that has not been favored with such a gift. While
the preceding month offered us so many deeply stirring days designed
to bestir within us solemnity and rejoicing and generated an abundant
treasure of mitzvoth whose truths form the very foundations of our
lives—Marcheshvan has no other message for us except that, after a
month of such an abundance of special days, we should start out on
the everyday path of Jewish life. However, it is the routine of everyday
life which reflects our true existence, preceding and following those
festivities from which they receive their value and significance.
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