THE CONCEPT AND
~ PRACTICE OF BRACHOT ~

One of the most powerful means of connecting to God is prayer, and perhaps

the most prevalent form of prayer is the Bracha (blessing). Brachot are

recited numerous times each day, in many different situations, to remind us Who is
ultimately the Source of all blessing. Moreover, Brachot articulate our ability to build

a relationship with God through performing mitzvot. In a deeper sense, Brachot cause
heavenly benevolence to descend upon the universe, thereby sustaining all of creation.
This shiur will explore the nature and purpose of Brachot, the Amen response, and
how Brachot can help revolutionize our spiritual growth.

The core issues that will be addressed in this class are:
2 What is the philosophy and reasoning behind the institution of Brachot?
& God knows my thoughts and feelings, so why must I articulate them explicitly?
@ What is the meaning of the word Bracha?
@ How important is kavana (mindfulness) in Brachot?
2 In what way does a Bracha affect the one who recites it, the Jewish nation, and
the world at large?

Class Outline

Introduction. ~ What Do 1,300 Journalists Report from a Gold Mine?

Section . Bracha Basics- The Makings of a Bracha
Part A. What is a Bracha?
Part B. The Source of Brachot
Part C. The General Purpose of Brachot - Constant Cognizance of God’s
Presence
Part D. The Importance and Centrality of Brachot

Section II. The Rationale and Impact of a Bracha
Part A. Bircat HaNehenin
Part B. Bircat HaMitzvot
Part C. Bircat HaShevach

Section III. Kavana — Concentrating on the Meaning of the Brachot
Part A.Involving the Mind
Part B.Why Verbalize?

Section IV. Insights into Brachot

Part A. Second Person, Third Person
Part B. “Our God”
Part C. Internalizing the Message of a Bracha

Section V. The Amen Response
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THE CONCEPT AND PRACTICE OF BRACHOT

INTRODUCTION. WHAT DO 1,300 JOURNALISTS REPORT
FROM A GOLD MINE?

August 23, 2010, NYTimes.com, Trapped Chilean Miners’ Send Message

SANTIAGO, Chile — Thirty-three miners trapped underground for 17 days in a collapsed gold and copper mine in
northern Chile sent up a message tied to a drill on Sunday, telling rescuers they were all alive.

President Sebastian Pinera said the paper message was tied to a drill that rescuers used to bore through to the area
near an underground shelter where the miners are located. But he said it will take months to get the trapped men out.
It will take time, the beaming president said at the mine head, “but it doesn’t matter how long it takes to have a happy
ending.”

The miners message, written with red paint, read “The 33 of us in the shelter are well”. Mr. Piniera held up the piece of
paper on television, as drivers honked horns here in the capital and diners applauded in restaurants.

The miners are four and a half miles inside the winding mine and about 2,300 feet vertically underground. They
are inside a mine shaft shelter the size of a small apartment. The authorities said they had limited amounts of food.
Rescuers plan to send narrow plastic tubes called doves down the narrow borehole with food, hydration gels and
communications equipment. Relatives hugged one another and thanked God as news of the message reverberated
outside the entrance to the mine, where they had been camped out since the mine caved in on Aug. 5.

August 27, 2010, NYTimes.com, Video Messages from Trapped Chilean Miners

Relatives of 33 miners trapped in a collapsed mine shaft far below in Chile’s Atacama Desert have been shown a
video of the men. “We have organized everything very well down here,” says the miner recording the video, whose face
appears only in glancing shots. “Here is where we meet every day, here is where we plan, where we pray,” he says.

October 12, 2010, NYTimes.com, aol.com, The Day of the Rescue
President Obama said earlier; “While the rescue is far from over and difficult work remains, we pray that by God’s
grace, after 68 days underground, all of the miners will be able to emerge safely and return to their families soon.” ...

Edison Pena Villarroel, 34, the fitness buff who ran several miles a day in the mine, has emerged. “Thank God we’re
alive,” he said. Mario Sepulveda, the second miner to be rescued and the narrator of the much-watched video that
took viewers on a tour of the underground quarters, told Chilean journalists, he never lost faith in God. ..

Darwin Cortez, brother of miner Pedro Cortez, the 31st miner up, sprayed champagne across the crowd. He said:
"Thank God, thank God. They are all safe. It's a miracle!" One by one throughout the day, the miners had emerged to
the cheers of exuberant Chileans and before the eyes of a transfixed globe.

Sometimes, we gain life-altering insights through the experiences of others. As one miner after another
surfaced expressing thanks to God for their survival, this gratitude was echoed by their family and friends
and relayed to the world at large by over 1,300 journalists. This message of appreciation to a Greater Force
for a new lease on life was contagious.

Fortunately, it is not necessary to endure a near-death experience to appreciate the awesome opportunity
of each day. Judaism teaches that each Jew, even on routine days, must articulate appreciation to God, to
cultivate the understanding that life itself is a huge gift. It is through the means of Brachot that we come
to acknowledge and appreciate the overwhelming goodness with which we are truly blessed. And yet, as
political science Professor Stephen Baron at SUNY-Oswego writes (aish.com), even 100 daily Brachot may
only express a fraction of the appreciation we should really feel.

It is in this context that we launch our quest to understand the role of Brachot in Judaism.
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THE CONCEPT AND PRACTICE OF BRACHOT

SECTION I. BRACHA BASICS — THE MAKINGS OF A
BRACHA

Brachot are much more than ritual incantations to be mumbled under our breath before eating an apple.
Reciting Brachot represents one of the greatest acts of relating to God and contains vastly deep meaning.
Brachot are a powerful vessel helping us develop an awareness of God in all aspects of life.

PART A. WHAT IS A BRACHA?

A Bracha is a text that follows a format specified by halacha. It can be long or short, but it invariably contains
the name of God and a phrase beginning with the words “Baruch Atah” (“Blessed are You”). Most Brachot also
mention God’s Kingship. Brachot play many roles in Jewish observance. They are the building blocks of most
parts of our tefillot, prayers. In fact, the Shemoneh Esrei, the centerpiece of each of the daily prayers, consists
of a sequence of Brachot. There are also numerous occasions throughout the day which call for the recitation
of Brachot. The following are the three main categories of Brachot.

1. Rambam Brachot 1:4 — Categorizations.

Every Bracha can be categorized into one of three ;09D TS 1915 M99 53 NS
types:
1. Brachot upon receiving physical benefit [food, 3T 9 1

drink, or pleasant fragrances].

2. Brachot upon the performance of mitzvot. TMSBA M3 .2
3. Brachot of thanksgiving, which are a way of SIP TN AW TIT AW ANTIAT 059213

expressing praise, gratitude, and request.

Every Bracha is a statement of praise of God that is fitting for the particular situation. The following
examples illustrate how each of these three categories of Brachot is formulated.

2. Examples of the text of Brachot.

Type 1: Brachot for physical benefit (e.g., before
eating fruit): “Blessed are You Lord our God, King
of the universe, Who creates the fruit of the tree.”

(2N D 5Y 10) (I 973 'R D
YD RN ODWT TO0 WROR T AN 03

Type 2: Mitzvah Brachot (e.g., when washing
hands): “Blessed are You Lord our God, King of
the universe, Who has sanctified us through His
commandments, and instructed us regarding
washing hands.”

(O 103 5P 1D) NS A3 -3 N0

VTP WNR DN o0 WK 1IN T2
DT 1903 By W% PInSna

Type 3: Blessings of praise (e.g., upon hearing
thunder): “Blessed are You Lord our God, King
of the universe, Whose might and power fill the
universe.”

(@Y Y Sy M) ARTTN293 -0

N1 MR W oD TR RN 11 0N TN
.05
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THE CONCEPT AND PRACTICE OF BRACHOT

By definition, every Bracha is characterized by the phrase “Baruch Atah Hashem,” which can be loosely
translated as “Blessed are You God,” followed by the pertinent praise. In order to understand what a Bracha
is, we must develop a more sophisticated understanding of the word “baruch.” Many Biblical commentators
question this terminology, for how is it possible for a person to bless God, Who lacks nothing? What are we
saying when we declare that God is “baruch™ There are two basic approaches:

3. Chizkuni, Bereishit 24:27 — Baruch means praise.

The word “baruch,” when used in relation to N ..O0PW PPN PS4 3T P b 5D
God...is an expression of greeting...or of praise. A S

The second approach is that the word “baruch” implies that God is the Source of all blessing:

4. Yad Ketanah- When we say that God is “baruch,” we mean that he is the Source of blessing.

“Baruch Atah Hashem” — meaning, You are the NI ...15730 TPH NI AN 5D “47 N a7
Source of all blessing...and He creates them [i.e. 09 PAPIIS 39 YO 1D PIBWI DIIN NORPT
blessings] and bestows from them an abundance N IR

of goodness on His creations, in accordance with
His good will.

5. Rashba, Responsa Vol. I, 423 — Bracha from breicha [source].

Included in the concept of a Bracha is the LITIND 59 593 by M ANTI 19930 SO0
admission that He is ruler over all, and PIIABY TITD YT 5y '[73'7 DTN 991 1IINRY 19D
everything is from Him...as it says [in the D IS S F5AY 20 By

Talmud], “A person must bless [God] on the bad
just as he must bless Him for the good,” for the
word “Bracha” comes from the word “breicha” —
reservoirs of water [i.e. the source of everything].

6. Rabbi Chaim Volozhin, Nefesh HaChaim, 2" Gate Ch. 2 — Baruch means abundance.

The expression “baruch”...means multiplicity 229 FE0 IS .. 3 A
and abundance.

(Rabbi Chaim Volozhin goes on to explain that a Bracha is the medium chosen by God through which
human beings draw an abundance of His spiritual energy into the world.)

PART B. THE SOURCE OF BRACHOT

While there are many different Brachot that we are required to recite on a daily basis, and many more that
are obligatory on various occasions, only two of the Brachot have a Biblical origin: the blessing after meals
and the blessing before studying Torah. All other Brachot were instituted by the Sages.

1. Sefer HaChinuch 430 — Only two blessing carry Biblical weight; the rest were instituted by
the Sages.

The Torah only obligates one to say a Bracha after RS, 91K 7725 P IR TN ISH A
a meal [with bread], not before [the meal] ... FIFIND PIM, 1339 177 1915 M19ma T 5. vpb
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THE CONCEPT AND PRACTICE OF BRACHOT

All the other Brachot were instituted by the LT305 T 1993 N L0 N
Sages, except for one...the Bracha recited before
learning Torah.

The source for saying a blessing after food comes from the following verse.

2. Devarim 8:10 — The Torah tells us to make a blessing after eating food.

When you eat and are satisfied, you must LR PINT 5 RSN PP AN 1921 Nyaw nboN
therefore bless God your Lord for the good land 751 WN

that He has given you.

3. Talmud Bavli, Brachot 48b — The Talmud sees all four blessings of Birkat HaMazon hinted at
in the verse.

Our Rabbis taught: Where is the saying of Grace SIONIY 2NN B IBA F9735 P33T N
intimated in the Torah? In the verse, [DeVarim N '“n 1992 91 - 19921 Dyawn ﬂbDN1 [tn D’j:-i]
(Deuteronomy) 8] “And you shall eat and be PINTT I3 - IR O I 11992 - PrON 1

satisfied and bless” signifies the benediction of
“Who feeds.” “The Lord Thy God” signifies the
benediction of zimmun (invitation). “For the land”
signifies the blessing for the land. “The good”
signifies “Who builds Jerusalem.”

D5y A - A

While there is no verse stating it explicitly, the Talmud derives the obligation to make a blessing upon
learning Torah as well.

4. Talmud Bavli, Brachot 48b — Based on Biblical exegesis, there are two possible sources for the
blessing upon learning Torah.

We have concluded the necessity for reciting a 37 AN 2130 TN 973,10 072 NON 5 PN
blessing after a meal [with bread]; from where do o5 P15y - a0 T Pn Sy, I 5 SRy
we derive saying a blessing over the Torah? Rabbi 2191 53 8D N3

Ishmael says: It is learned a fortiori: If a blessing
is said for temporal life, how much more should
it be said for eternal life!

Rabbi Chiya bar Nachmani, the disciple of Rabbi SIN ORYHYS 39 S 17250 30M 93 X0 03
Ishmael, said in the name of Rabbi Ishmael: This D973 (TN NI T, TR PN ORYDL 237 DD
is not necessary. For see, it says, [Devarim 8] “For SN NIT AR, TS 13 R w0 PR By [N
MM INOM AR A0 08 TR 0N [749 minw]

S

the good land which He has given you,” and

in another place it says, [Shemot (Exodus) 24]
“And I will give you the tables of stone and a law
and commandments, etc.” (According to Rabbi
Chiya, the blessing on the Torah is derived from
the common usage of the Hebrew expression

for giving (jm) in the verses relating to Birkat
HaMazon and giving the Torah).
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THE CONCEPT AND PRACTICE OF BRACHOT

The text of all other Brachot was established by Ezra and his court, who imbued the Brachot with
tremendous depth and spiritual significance. These texts are considered utterly authoritative, and it is
forbidden to deviate from them.

5. Rambam Brachot 1:5 — The source of the text of the blessings.

The wording of all the Brachot was instituted MRT PRI DWP T P RNY 737 52 [
by Ezra and his court [circa 350 B.C.E], and Mo Y1735 N1 0 1PN By poih 8o o
it is not appropriate to alter them or to add or XOR IR 19733 DY 1AW YI0DD TwnT 5N

subtract from any of them. Anyone who deviates
from the text that the Sages instituted for Brachot
is mistaken.

Rl

PART C. THE GENERAL PURPOSE OF BRACHOT - CONSTANT COGNIZANCE OF GOD’S
PRESENCE.

As we have already mentioned, Brachot are an intrinsic part of Jewish daily life, as well as one of the
fundamental building blocks of prayer. Why were Brachot instituted and what purpose do they serve?

Brachot are the tools which enable us to recognize God in all aspects of our lives. By prefacing so many
significant activities (eating, drinking and performing mitzvot) with a praise addressed to God, and reacting
to various events with such praise, we are certain to be constantly reminding ourselves of God’s Presence.

1. Rambam, Hilchot Brachot 1:4 — Brachot are a frequent reminder of God.

[The purpose of Brachot is] to constantly 0 SRTOT TR KNI AN N T
remember the Creator, and to be in awe of Him.

The awareness of God’s Presence which a Bracha is meant to engender is indicated quite clearly by the
standard text of a Bracha. Each blessing begins with a statement addressed directly to God (“Blessed are
You”), a strikingly clear reminder that one is standing before God.

2. Midrash Shocher Tov, Chapter 16 — We address God directly in Brachot.

Rav says the text of the Bracha must be “Blessed AR T2 D IS T2 NI TP 29 TN
are You” [i.e., in second person], as it says, ‘I feel ST TS T 0T

the presence of God before me constantly.”

While Brachot are a fundamental component of our daily prayers, there are also numerous occasions
throughout the day that require the recitation of a Bracha. These Brachot, isolated from any religious service
and attached to one’s daily mundane activities, serve to continue connecting us to God throughout the day.

3. Rabbi B. Forst, Pitchei Halacha, Kitzur Hilchot Brachot (Introduction) — Reciting Brachot
brings God into our daily routine.

Sometimes it is easy to feel close to God at times Y3 73 PT W DR 1S Sp Domysb

of prayer, but it is very difficult to think about TR NI IR P75 TR © TR SN . 0n
the sages instituted the practice of Brachot...
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THE CONCEPT AND PRACTICE OF BRACHOT

Due to this particular import of Brachot, the halacha in fact requires us to recite no fewer than 100 Brachot
every day! (On an average weekday, enough Brachot are contained in the daily prayers that it is almost
inevitable for a person to recite 100 Brachot over the course of the day. On Shabbat, when the prayers are
shorter, one is advised to have snacks in order to recite more Brachot; see Mishnah Berurah 290:2.)

4. Menachot 43b — The Torah hints that we should recite one hundred Brachot every day.

It was taught [that] Rabbi Meir was accustomed 79993 ORD -n:b DTN 21 9N PND 039 505 NI
to teach that a person must recite one hundred SR ORI TP (0, DMT) IR DY 533
Brachot every day, as the verse states, “And now YD SN PION
Israel, what does God, your Lord, ask of you,”

(Devarim 10:12)

[Rashi: Read the word “mah” (“what”) as “me’ah” [R1 3 299 - ‘9 PrdR 7 ]

(“one hundred”)].

One hundred Brachot! That may sound like a lot, but in reality it just shows us how crucial saying Brachot
really is.

5. Rabbi Reuven Leuchter, Ner Le’Elef — Brachot are the tool which enables us to perceive and
internalize that God is present in the world.

The world is full of many details, and in order for us to be able to recognize God in this world we need
to learn to focus on those details. Our senses do not relate to “big things” such as the creation of the
world, but rather to small details like the beauty of an apple, its smell, its texture. Small things can
create awareness; generalizations cannot.

This is the purpose of Brachot — to develop a consciousness of God. Brachot are the tools to build our
awareness of God. They are the tools to help us change our perspective of God from “out there,” to
bring Him closer to our senses, to be able to perceive Him in our own lives.

One would think that the more inclusive a Bracha, the better. One would think that the shehakol
blessing, “through Whose word everything came to be,” is more significant than boreh pri ha’etz, “Who
created the fruit of the tree.” But the opposite is true. The more detailed a Bracha is, the better it is;
and therefore when it comes to the order of saying Brachot, boreh pri ha’etz comes before shehakol.

This is the reason we need to say one hundred Brachot every day. We need to focus on a hundred
different facets of the goodness bestowed upon us by God. This is what develops an awareness of Him.

PART D. THE IMPORTANCE AND CENTRALITY OF BRACHOT.

Throughout the generations, Brachot have played an essential part of our everyday spiritual growth — they
connect us to God in every aspect of our lives. Our daily routines and activities become elevated when
they are placed in the framework of Brachot, which then transforms seemingly mundane actions into
opportunities for spirituality.

1. Bava Kama 30a — Brachot are the path to diligence.

One who wishes to become a pious individual 319935 5 ...D”Pb NTDM 00 *vaT INDONT
should properly fulfill...the practice of reciting
Brachot.
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THE CONCEPT AND PRACTICE OF BRACHOT

Why are Brachot singled out as a path to piety?

2. Rabbi Shmuel Hominer, Olat Tamid (Introduction) — Brachot are an especially powerful
means to develop a cognizance of God and build a relationship with Him.

One of the greatest means to develop a NN N TP DINFY MO TV TN
cognizance of God and build a relationship with 09 59798 N L9930 MYenT oo o oY 503
Him is through prayer and Brachot. Itis an PS50 135 TS YD DTRWDY TN TV NN

especially important and elevated service, and
when one reflects and concentrates his heart on
prayer and Brachot, he has accomplished a pure

WEIEY BN N ATIEY T 0 YN
RavitapRupliiavR laiizmpia)

and complete service, which sanctifies him and
raises him to a very high level.

3. Rabbi Dr. Elie Munk, The World of Prayer (Introduction) — The underpinnings of our lives.

Whoever willingly allows himself to be guided by the Brachot, whoever utters the prescribed “hundred
Brachot” daily and thus seizes every enjoyment as an occasion to thank God and to praise Him...
whoever does so, will be filled with an ever deepening consciousness of the exalted, and essential awe
of God.

The hundred daily Brachot have been compared to the “me’at adanim,” the hundred sockets of silver
which supported the Sanctuary in the desert, for these blessings support the Sanctuary of our lives.

No study of Brachot is complete without mentioning the famous story of the legendary Reb Elimelech and
the apple. Despite its simplicity, this story clearly highlights the perspective of our nation’s great leaders.

Reb Elimelech of Lisensk was once visited by another Rabbi, who was also a revered scholar, but had not yet reached
the heights of purity and holiness for which Reb Elimelech was famous. “Why do I not merit to be on the same level as
the Rebbe?” he asked. “What is the difference between you and me?”

“When you wish to eat an apple,” explained Reb Elimelech, “you say a Bracha on the apple beforehand. However, I
eat an apple in order to make a Bracha over it.”

The message is clear. A Bracha is not a trivial gesture to God before we turn to our own needs and desires.
On the contrary — it is a bridge to spiritual awareness.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION I:

7= The word Baruch is both a praise of God and an acknowledgment that He is the source of all
blessings and abundance.

7= Brachot were instituted to help us remember the Creator, bringing Him into our daily routine.
This is the reason for the obligation to say 100 Brachot every day. Brachot are the tools that
develop in us an awareness of God in all aspects of our lives. Focusing on small details makes an
impact; whereas just focusing on the “big things” does not.

7 Based on this, it is clear why Brachot are one of the greatest means to develop a cognizance and
relationship with God.
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THE CONCEPT AND PRACTICE OF BRACHOT

SECTION II. THE RATIONALE AND IMPACT OF A BRACHA

There are three types of Brachot: blessings for deriving pleasure, blessings before performing a mitzvah, and
blessings of praise.

PART A. BIRCOT HANEHENIN [BLESSINGS UPON HAVING PLEASURE]

Bircot HaNehenin are recited when we derive pleasure from this world. We are required to recite Brachot
both before and after we eat and drink, as well as before we inhale pleasant fragrances. The purpose of these
Brachot is to help us recognize that God is the Source of our pleasure, and to focus our minds on how to use
this pleasure to fulfill our purpose in this world.

The following Talmudic passage cites a fundamental aspect of the Brachot recited prior to partaking
of any pleasure: their recitation allows us to take benefit from the physical world.

1. Talmud Bavli, Brachot 35a — This world is given to us only after we recognize its Source.

Rabbi Levi contrasted two verses. One states, DWW NN IR PINT T 2215 17 15 %39
“The world and all that is contained within DTIP IND NWP KD DTN %30 1 PINT 15 D
it belongs to God.” Another verse says, “The 973 98D N 71973
heavens belong to God, but the earth He gave to

man.” He resolved the contradiction by stating

that one verse refers to the status of the world

before reciting a Bracha and the other to after its

recitation.

Said Rabbi Chanina Bar Pappa: When someone X527 09w 1 M 55 ROD 93 NPIM 037 0N
derives enjoyment from this world without a 714905 51 R0 173

Bracha, it is tantamount to stealing from God...

The enigmatic statement being made here — that a Bracha avoids “stealing” from God — has been explained in
a number of ways. A few possible explanations are offered below.

2. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, Devarim 8:10 — The recompense for sustenance.

A Bracha said before partaking of any pleasure 153D 1IN AIRBID TR DT IR 9737
expresses the resolution that we will employ any 59854 T3 99N [T 90 AN

renewed vital energy gained from this pleasure, TR MR MO 5,5 ATayb beun
to serve God’s purposes. Only if we make this Sovaxb DN

resolution will we become worthy of enjoying
that pleasure.

This explanation takes the Gemara’s statement literally. A Bracha is, indeed, a form of “payment” for the
benefit received, inasmuch as it represents a commitment to use the material world to advance the purpose
for which God intended it.
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THE CONCEPT AND PRACTICE OF BRACHOT

3. Rav Shimshon Pincus, Nefesh Shimshon, Siddur Ha'Tefilla, Chapter on Bircat Hashachar (the
morning blessings) — How to get a free lunch.

A simple analogy: If a man goes to the DD 7R 151515 951 DR 705 b Swn
supermarket to buy bread and other foods, he oM HR K3 DTN 1NN DX N DRy D5 NI
must pay for them. But suppose the same man DoWH ND NIT..LMIN TN YT 530 AN
comes to the shopkeeper’s home for a meal and oS
eats exactly the same food; he doesn't pay a

penny.

So it is \?vith Brachot. .God has His “]?us?ness” SOPT NI O, POV W A SIPYIES 03 T

is [within the domain of] God’s business and
must be paid for. But if he develops a loving
connection and relationship with God, he can eat
from the Heavenly table. [This is accomplished
by making a Bracha]. And when you eat by the
shopkeeper you don't receive a bill!

WM ... DTN DX TN .70 5p oSS vhy 4apn
S22 NI DN NIT 730N D wwpa vON

MM W N DO .143p D urwn
JEWR O“IN D931 NS

According to this explanation, a Bracha is not a “payment” for one’s food. Rather, it is a means of developing
a relationship with God, which circumvents the need to “pay.”

The commentators offer additional understandings for the institution of Bircot HaNehenin.

4. Kuzari, 3:13,17 — Reciting Brachot maximizes the enjoyment of physical gain by making a
person cognizant of the gift of receiving it.

The constant practice of Brachot will add TR I MW 5P MY 15 POV T
sweetness to sweetness. ..Readiness for receiving 0TI TTYRR AR RIS
pleasure, as well as imagining its absence, NI 15 F993 FOPI T NI 5010 195

together result in doubled pleasure. This is one
of the benefits for those who are accustomed
to saying Brachot with thought and mental
preparation...For example, the Bracha “Who

WO MO NG WD ... 03 073 D
P TV O LD TN 5107 9301 “unrp
O3 DY AWM 930w 301 NI WND I
LTV 20 50 01 TV NN AANY PR

has given us life and sustained us” automatically
S 5o i

entertains the possibility of the absence of life...
and therefore illness and death are easier to bear,
because they have already been considered. ..

and you will ultimately realize that by rights you
deserve no goodness...and then you will enjoy all
your days on earth.

5. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur Vol. I, p.112 — Reciting Brachot helps us remain sensitized to
everything in Creation.

How does one come to “see” God? Through WM 17572 2w 71N DN 13T PN
recognizing His goodness and praising Him for it. ARTIEY

One of the wondrous achievements of the Sages
was to ensure the continued awareness of the
“Hand of Creation.”
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The world before us is neither fully developed IR0 T O TN wTnYD D4 PN NSO
nor completed. Rather, day by day, hour by ,0P 0P KON IPID5 PPRYT waNm o9 595 PR
hour, creation is renewed. All that our eyes see 591 MR PP TN 5 T AN TP Y

and every pleasure we taste is a new creation W5 LI TN TR TN -0 IRY TN

OO ... 30H0M 13°5Y 1TOM PO YT PRI N3
750 95 1R DY 0V Wy 305 WImnn I
S

which God has created from nothingness to
bestow upon us, so that we realize His kindness
and His wisdom... A world like this, which is
renewed before our eyes day in and day out,
ensures that we do not become rusty [in our
acknowledgement of God] due to monotony.

The above explanations focus on the way that Brachot impact the frame of mind and cognizance of the
person reciting them. Kabbalistic wisdom identifies other benefits of the recitation of Brachot, which help
infuse the world with vital spiritual energy.

6. Rabeinu Bachya, Devarim 8:10 — In Kabbalistic terms, reciting Brachot brings about a flow of
Divine blessing to the world.

According to the Kabbalah, a Bracha is not only WK D31 753 HPTT I F9737 PR 53T 7T O
to help a person nor is it only a way to express 12 90 D992 U RN ... 725 XTI
thanks and recognition...Rather, when we say a 55 1993w H20D NF PN WP A FO0

Bracha, this increases the Divine spiritual power A PRI
[in the world], and our Brachot cause blessing to

flow from God upon all of creation.

7. Zohar, Vayechi 844 — Our blessings are the catalyst that brings down heavenly bounty to
earth.

As a result of the Bracha said to God, all the LDONRMM DYSY D573 4apid TIane [973)
upper and lower worlds become blessed.

In addition to bringing blessing to the world at large, a Bracha brings spiritual energy to the person who
recites it.

8. Ma'yana Shel Torah (Anthology), Devarim 8:3, citing Arizal — Saying Brachot releases the
food’s spiritual energy and hence nourishes the soul.

It is difficult to understand how the soul, which NON TN S0RY 5o e ooy TN ]»:n’p i)
is entirely spiritual, finds sustenance in physical 5ot 11991 093 NN SORDH 1P TS NIM
food. However, since every object in the universe =77 775w 1T NOR DYRID PN N2 DLy

came into existence solely through God’s word,
therefore the spiritual power of those Godly
words that lies hidden within the food is what
nourishes the soul. When a person takes a piece
of fruit and recites a Bracha...the Divine powers
dormant in the food are activated...and that
provides the spiritual nourishment for the soul.

BN NI W M2 YN TN YA
DINY 1P .AowsD M 8T 9ONHT TN ot
DY LT IR T2 T0INT 110 Dion SR D
9D N2 DY DPIMAT DI I
STAWIT N3P 3T D DN B

With all of these profound explanations for the institution of bircot hanehenin, we must still keep in mind
the simplest and most obvious impact that they are meant to have: the recognition of God’s great kindness,
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and that He is the source of all that we have.

The Bracha is not to dampen our pleasure by forcing us to give thanks; it is to heighten our pleasure by reminding

us how truly fortunate we are. Look a potato in the eye and say the Brachah , “Borei p’ri ha’adamah, Who creates
produce from earth!” All the world’s scientists together cannot create a potato, but God arranges for them to be
available in supermarkets for pennies. A thoughtful Bracha makes a potato so much more tasty, and it does the same
for every food and beverage you enjoy, every day.

A young couple getting married once sent a wedding invitation to Richard Nixon, President of the United States at the
time. They had never met the President, but why not? Maybe the White House would mail back the reply card, and
they could paste it in their wedding album as a souvenir. The names on the invitation were totally unfamiliar to the
President, but politicians meet so many people that he figured he must know them from somewhere; so, along with his
regrets that he and Pat could not attend, the President sent the newlyweds a serving set of sterling silver.

And today, when visitors to that couple’s home admire their serving set, and the hostess says, “Yes, that was a wedding
gift from the President,”we can be certain that the coffee or tea has a richer taste. And how much more pleasure is
there for those who received a Presidential gift which was indeed intended for them?

And therefore, when we bite into an apple, orange or a piece of bread (and don’t forget the potato 1), our Bracha
reminds us that this gift is not from the President, not even from a king or queen, but from the King of Kings; a gift
given to you, because God thinks of you and wants you to enjoy. (Rabbi Yisroel Miller, What’s Wrong With Being
Happy, pp. 203-204.)

PART B. BIRCOT HAMITZVOT [BLESSINGS UPON MITZVOT].

Bircot HaMitzvot are said prior to fulfilling a mitzvah. They help us focus on how fortunate we are to be able
to do the will of our Creator, and prepare us for accepting the spirituality that is latent within a mitzvah.

1. Rabbi Aharon of Barcelona, Sefer HaChinuch 430 — Thanking God for the ability to do His

mitzvot.
[The Sages] obligated us to bless God and to TN T 52 5y 1o MR owi 7125 marn
thank Him for the gOOd He bestowed upon us by ST PINSH umwya ubw}

enabling us to do His precious mitzvot.

2. Rabbi S.D. Friedman, Metzuva Ve’oseh, (in the name of the Kuzari) — Reciting a Bracha helps
one to become a “vessel” for holiness.

The essence of a Bracha is to prepare oneself to TN TIIYSHND L):P‘y =395 75 NI 99930 T
receive the holiness of the mitzvah. Through WD NN 353 Pti7ash) 17373(27 8y I8 ﬂWﬁP
reciting the Bracha one becomes a vessel worthy APLITEY MR TN 5apb

of receiving the divine influence of the mitzvah.

Bircot Hamitzvot provide another dimension in the way we perform mitzvot. In classic Torah philosophy
we serve our Creator utilizing our three primary capabilities: thought, speech, and action. Every mitzvah
we perform with our bodies automatically includes thought and action. Thought is invested when we
contemplate the content of the mitzvah, and Who commanded us about its observance. Action is the
mitzvah itself. The Rabbis instituted Brachot over mitzvot in order to involve the dimension of speech as
well, so that we will fulfill every mitzvah with all aspects of our being.
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The standard text of Bircot Hamitzvot also highlights the special relationship between God and the Jewish
people, a fitting theme to ponder when one is about to perform one of God’s commandments.

3. Abudraham, Order of the Weekday Morning Prayers — The Jewish people are considered as if
they are married to God.

“...Who sanctified us (kidishanu) with his TS RIT DOWIDH & ... PENRHNI DT TN
mitzvot.” ... Some explain that “kidishanu” is an SRR ORI AT WTRY PUITR POITR
expression of betrothal (kidushin), because God

betrothed the Jewish nation by commanding

mitzvot... (i.e., God created the bond by giving

us the mitzvot).

PART C. BIRCOT HASHEVACH [BLESSINGS OF PRAISE]

Brachot were instituted even where we do not experience physical pleasure, in order to involve God in every
dimension of our lives. Thus, the Sages instituted a wide variety of blessings to recite on various occasions,
such as when seeing lightning or hearing thunder, upon seeing a rainbow, mountains or an ocean, and so
forth. There is also a sequence of Brachot that we recite every morning, as one of our first activities of the
day, to praise God for many of the things that we would otherwise take for granted: our liberty, our eyesight,
our clothing, our ability to walk erect, the ground beneath our feet, our shoes, etc. This wide panoply of
Brachot has the potential to fill our entire day with awareness of God.

1. Rambam, Hilchot Brachot 1:3 — Blessings of praise connect us to God even when we are not
actively enjoying something or doing a mitzvah.

Many Brachot were instituted in the form of D WP TIT PTIM AR T NRN M3 M2
praise and thanks and in the form of request so FWY RS I KDY D Y AR TR XTI IR T
that one will always remember the Creator, even 18

when he is not experiencing pleasure and did not
do a mitzvah.

Although we do not have the license to fabricate our own Brachot, the institution of Brachot should awaken
us to the need to constantly involve ourselves in praising God and appreciating His all-encompassing
kindness.

2. Rabbi Alexander Aryeh Mandelbaum, Vezot HaBracha, p. 13 — Bringing God into our lives
even in places where the Sages did not institute Brachot.

The Rambam concludes the Laws of Brachot S5 1555”19 %0) 1191973 M5 PN DPN DA
(10:26) as follows: “The principle is, one should DDA WP XD TRV by DTN pYR obwS 737
always cry out [to God] for the future and 59Y.3M2 903 [AW [T I3 T2 5Y PN )

request [His] mercy, and give thanks for the
past, thanking and praising to the best of his

TIRRD T8 TR0 A 1 ON TS 1A
T3V W PO 5190 00 NI 1N 198 ©0937
NP 05D M, THN 10N S NI MON3
Wapiiain) Eaih!

ability. The more one thanks and praises God, the
better.” These words teach us that the ultimate
purpose of Brachot is to always praise God,

and to bless and glorify Him to the best of our
ability...
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We should always remember that even for S ub Npn NSW MBPH DIIND ANY B 0N
things which our Sages did not institute specific FAWSH BHSY I 005 135 5N L..N0N 593
Brachot...we should not absolve ourselves from 55 by PO PAITD WHY TATTR NN 11

praising God, rather we should do our utmost to
bless Him as much as we can, until we accustom
ourselves to thanking Him at all times, for
everything.

WARY 3w Ty, 80 D123 3P T a0 vann
23T 93750 5y T v 503 10 iR

KEY THEMES OF SECTION II:

7 There are three types of Brachot: those recited before partaking of a pleasure (such as eating food),
those recited upon performing a mitzvah, and those recited to offer praise and thanks to God.

7~ Everything in this world ultimately belongs to God. God not only permits us but actually wants
us to benefit from this world — as long as we recognize Him as the source of all things. This is the
purpose of Brachot recited before partaking of a pleasure. Recognizing that God is the source of all
things is what brings down blessings upon the world. Thus, in order to benefit from the world, we
must first bless God for whatever we are about to receive.

7 Additionally, there are Brachot said prior to performing a mitzvah. In reciting these Brachot, we
thereby thank God for granting us the privilege of doing His will.

7= Brachot were also instituted for every occasion, even when we do not experience physical
pleasure, in order to bring God into every aspect of our lives.

SECTION III. KAVANA — CONCENTRATING ON THE
MEANING OF THE BRACHOT

The objective of Brachot is not met merely by reciting the Bracha. A person must understand the Bracha and
actually articulate the words with awareness of its meaning. This is no small task. In fact, mastering the art of
reciting Brachot with kavana is a lifelong endeavor.

PART A. INVOLVING THE MIND

It is not enough to just recite a Bracha; one has to say it with intent, understand the words, and be mindful
of its inner meaning.

1. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim, with Mishnah Berurah, 5:1 — The imperative of mindfulness.
While reciting Brachot, one must be cognizant of ST RNPD 15733 Y

the simple meaning of the words.

As our sages teach, “One should not ‘throw’ a M KON PO1 7197357 217 RO DU 190N 11D
Bracha from ones mouth.” Rather, one should I3 T2 N

concentrate and say the Bracha slowly.
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2. Sefer HaChasidim, 46 — A Bracha should not be said by rote.

One should not conduct himself like those who 0937 NYSIAY 3300 93T TRAY T DIND T RO
perform by rote, and utter with their mouths YOV 7 AN 0 92T 591,955 ™ N53 PON
without thought and feeling. About this matter VI T DY 00 19 TN YD T3 1 Ao
God became angry at his people and told us o3 B 1351 1733 YD)

through the prophet Isaiah, “For this nation
approached Me with their mouth, and with their
lips did they honor Me, but their hearts were far
from Me.”

3. Rabbi Hadar Margolin, Besimcha U'Vetuv Levay, p. 225 — One must internalize the Bracha.

A Bracha should be said in a way that all of one’s Rallalnml S 1DIND 995 9998 99935 OPHN
senses, capabilities, thoughts and ideas, his whole 5o N 5o, MY AT AT 5
“being,” are focused on the Bracha. It is not said 191 5 YFDR [N FIPN NN TR “NEny

under the duress of time, trying to rush to finish XD 7353 753 TN AN, AAPES P35 1S

591 KON, Y13 DR N RIS 30 AW
D751 HoY5 118921 N0 19723 P N VP
DY) PABYN 1D WK IR FPHT

it; it is not recited while the mind is even slightly
distracted; rather one must be totally immersed
in the Bracha and its meaning, and in the wish
to assimilate, internalize and live that which his
mouth and lips are expressing.

A person should strive to have as much kavana as possible. There is virtually no limit to the potential growth
in this area.

4. Adapted from the Introduction to Meah Brachot Ki’hilchata — “Never stop growing!”

One of our greatest leaders in the last century, Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, was visited daily
for advice, blessing, and encouragement by people from all walks of life. One day a man who was
suffering a serious illness approached Rabbi Auerbach to ask his advice on how to invoke Divine
mercy to spare his life.

“I am unworthy of advising definitively on such a serious issue,” he replied. “However, I will tell you
what I would do in such a situation. I would strengthen myself in the reciting of Brachot, making sure
to enunciate each word carefully and clearly and with the proper concentration. If I were to succeed
in that,” concluded the sage, “that would be for me a great accomplishment.”

Now, it is well known that Rabbi Auerbach was always particularly careful with his Brachot and said
them with much concentration and mindfulness. So much so, people would come just to observe him
utter a Bracha and would be duly uplifted as they watched this holy man connect with his Creator in

a deep, meaningful way. Nevertheless, he would still strengthen himself constantly in this area. Even
in the last year of his long life (which is when this incident happened) he felt that there was room for
improvement and growth.

It seems there is no limit to the levels of perfection and growth in the purity of heart and mind that
can be attained in the recitation of a simple Bracha.
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PART B. WHY VERBALIZE?

Since God knows all our thoughts, one might ask why it is necessary for Brachot to be spoken. Is it not
enough that we love and praise God in our hearts and feel thankful to Him?

1. Sefer HaChinuch 430 — Brachot must be enunciated in order to arouse our souls.

The purpose of saying Brachot to Him is only 995 9587 29 PR 1355 DN BN 9937 Py
to awaken our souls through the words of our LD 9T B
mouth. ..

True, God can read our thoughts and we do not need to verbalize them in order to communicate with Him.
However, by articulating the words of the Brachot, we create and instill within ourselves the awareness of
God, which Brachot are meant to engender. It is specifically the power of speech utilized for sacred purposes
that has the ability to shape a person’s thoughts and attitudes.

2. Michtav Me’Eliyahu, Vol. 1V, p. 257 — Our speech is like an engine.

If one becomes accustomed to speaking words Sy =990 5 091907 9375 53901 DN DN
of Torah and holiness frequently, it will affect his S5y 031 PR o Sy wows 3t 93T TR
thought patterns and his heart. Imagine a heavy S5 T TTI0 SR SRS 983 135

truck as it begins to slide backwards down a hill
because the brakes stopped working. Even ten
men cannot physically stop it, but one man who
jumps into the front seat and starts the engine

DN D3 .5WH5 10 20537 00 NITH TN
199 KD DOV 1193 73595 103 DTN 33 WY
A7 AN DUON IR YIDR TAN DR DN, TIND

N 2307 X 305 Hov
can save the situation.
So too the mouth of a person is his “engine,” in TAWT TR NI MW PRI RITOTRG D v
that it has the ability to bring him to internalize Sy 93353 o3 WM L. A0 DR

spirituality... This is the meaning of the verse, “It
is in your mouth and in your heart, to carry out
[the Torah].”

One should not misunderstand the above, however, and think that the only purpose of verbalizing our
Brachot and prayers is for the impact they will have upon us. Quite the contrary — enunciating the words is
an intrinsic part of the practice of Brachot, and it is only when they are verbalized that our Brachot can bring
about their spiritual effects.

3. Rabbi Chaim Volozhiner, Nefesh HaChaim, Perakim Chapter 5 — The requirement to verbalize
the words of prayer and Brachot is an inherent part of the mitzvah.

It is not only with regards to mitzvot of action b RYT DY Y YD M8 753 1% KO
that the main feature is the action involved. ATIAY ORI ORI MSHI DI NON WP
This is so even with regard to the mitzvah of YTAPDY 2 FIPIT D072 4 TS 25w

prayer. Even though it is called “the service PRBEA TAMS DTN TS TPV 19y 7335 b3

PR 592 D“wind 15000 YA 70 9o NP1
INDID I RO P 13 20T AT ORI I
SR U RN PIBW T I8 Soonn®

921 W PRBY 27 940 253 I N D1 24D

DODWA WM IO N

of the heart” (as our Sages derived in the first
chapter of Tractate Taanit from the verse “and to
serve him with all your heart”), nevertheless the
main requirement is for a person to specifically
pronounce with his lips every word of the text of
the prayers. Our Sages (in the beginning of the
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chapter Ein Omdin) learned this from the verses
about Channah, where it says that only her

lips were moving, teaching us that a person
who prays must pronounce [the prayers] with
his lips. This idea is also found in the Midrash
Shocher Tov on Shmuel (the Book of Samuel),
Chapter 2: “You may think that a person should
[merely] think [the words of prayer] in his mind.
However, the verse states, ‘Only her lips were
moving’... What should one do? He should
whisper the words with his lips.”

It is clear that the Sages did not make this KT 99503 43151 Srnsb pagd INST X177 91937
statement merely to teach us a preferable and I 090 DR TA0T 1005 D3 NON TTINT
more desirable way to do the mitzvah. Rather, NS 1T DN 555 755 1 NEY NS T35 253 150
it is intrinsic [to the mitzvah], and if a person DB TIMA FIMN D0 S50R0 T8 1t 1oy

merely thought the words of the prayers in his

o0 D H5oMmR I8 Bt 93y DN 0 5D
mind, he has not fulfilled his obligation of prayer !

A% 7 NOW OB PO I
at all. If the time for prayer has not yet passed, he PR AR BT N

would be obligated to pray again and pronounce
every word with his lips, and if the time did pass,
he would be required to recite a double prayer
during the next prayer service, as the halachah
mandates for a person who did not pray at all.

Prayer and Brachot serve many functions beyond the fact that they instill a crucial awareness of God in the
person reciting them. Like all of the mitzvot, they are imbued with immense power to affect untold spiritual
dimensions or worlds — and this power can be tapped only when the prayers are verbalized, not when they
are merely thought.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION III:

7= The real essence of a Bracha is the thought that goes into it. The more one focuses on what one is
saying, the more one lives what one is saying, the greater the Bracha. This is a lifelong job. There
is no end to the levels of perfection and growth one can attain in the recitation of a simple Bracha.

7> On the other hand, it is not enough merely to think about the content of a Bracha; Brachot must be
verbally articulated. Through speech our heart is awakened.

SECTION IV. INSIGHTS INTO BRACHOT

As we have already mentioned, saying a Bracha means following the texts of Brachot that were established

by the Sages. In their great wisdom, our Sages imbued every Bracha with many layers of depth and meaning.
Consequently, every word and letter of every Bracha contains a world of significance. While it may be beyond
our ability to grasp the full extent of the meaning of Brachot, we can uncover some illuminating ideas by
analyzing the basic wording of a Bracha.
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PART A. SECOND PERSON, THIRD PERSON

An interesting observation from the commentaries is the seeming grammatical inconsistency within the
Brachot themselves. Whereas initially we address God in the more direct second person (“Blessed are
You...”), the conclusion of some Brachot appear in the third person (“Who does such-and-such”). Why is
this so? The commentators offer several explanations.

1. Rashba, Responsa Vol. 5, 52 — God’s existence vs. His true essence.

You asked why the text of the Bracha was created ST NS1I 3O 719730 oY PR b noRY
in such a way that part of it is in the second SOy 15 PR, 233 TIO oM Syab v v .00
person and part is in the third person. You T .. DT 93 DY W DIONY DN
should know that the Kabbalists have a great 533 IINTEIA NI .59 193 DY B MDY
seFret reason fqr this, but \ye do not get involved 1955 75 55 EoY3 TAE D AN 55
with the esoteric and the hidden. However, o193 DY 1A WSS ToN MPST

there is also an important rational reason for -

this... There are two foundations upon which
everything is based...God’s existence is clear and
known to all, but His true essence is above and
beyond any human comprehension. In order

to affirm these two principles in our souls, [the
Rabbis] instituted to say part [of the Bracha] in
second person and part in third person.

The Rashba explains that we address God directly to allude to the fact that we are clearly aware of His
existence, but we switch to the third person to indicate that we can never truly grasp His essence. The
following sources explain this phenomenon in a similar fashion. How do we perceive God? Only through
His actions — the way His will is carried out in the world. However, His true essence is beyond our
comprehension.

2. Rabbi Chaim Volozhin, Nefesh HaChaim, Second Gate, Chapter 3 — God’s infinite Self vs. His
relationship with us.

All Brachot on mitzvot are in second and TR ... 9003 A S BT 973 55
third person, because with regard to His P I eI 5N ML TN NI
connection with the [upper and lower] worlds, NI oD DT UK 1T 5D R ngp ud

through which we understand Him in some
infinitesimally small sense, we speak directly...
but the One who instructs [us to do mitzvot]
and sanctifies us is His infinite self, the most
unfathomable concept in the world [therefore

1722 713 DN TI0 ISP NI MYTPI WK
N Uabylelrialaliyiely

addressing in the third person is more fitting].

Another layer of significance is expressed by the Noam Elimelech, who explains that this shift in the language
of a Bracha embodies a very important message about a person’s relationship with God.

3. Noam Elimelech, Parshat Bechukotai — One must continually build and strengthen one’s
relationship with God.

We say “Blessed are You” in the second person, T TR 93 RIT UK 1927 DTN BN T3
and “Who has sanctified us” in the third person, ANTI N5 -n:y& DTN nbnﬂn:w 003 NI
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because at the outset of a person’s service to God, WTHOA3 SIN TR 15 3192 930 N1 5
it seems that he is already very close to Him DI R TR P IR MTHNA A0 NTAYa
indeed. But then, with continuous dedication bos HTIANA ST NS P T4 NN TR

to this service comes the realization of the great
distance between him and the Almighty, and it is
as if his service of God has not even begun.

It is easy for one to be taken by a false sense of his true spiritual standing. We relate to God as a loving God
and naturally feel close to Him. Only when we attempt to draw closer to God do we begin to see our true
stature for what it really is. It may sound paradoxical, but the closer we get, the more clearly we see how far
we are.

PART B. “OUR GOD”

Most Brachot refer to God as Elokeinu, “our God.” Since God rules the entire world, what does it mean to
refer to Him specifically as “our God™

1. The Gaon of Vilna, Aderet Eliyahu, Devarim 1:6 — Our God, personally and globally.

Hashgacha [Divine intervention] has two 5y 93997 — 59555 s DOIY 9 1 MR
aspects: general hashgacha, namely Gods FPID T . MEbo3 5w 55 5y v 5o
general watching over the whole world and all 795 ST Sy I

its inhabitants, and a more specific hashgacha,
distinctively for the Jewish people.

'E.‘TEG Lo, ‘f“%rhGid’ ;mgh"f,thﬁggweffe PRM R — “wpbRA,0bYIn T80 - “7 W
UARIERh s L0 KOS wolh INeEian, IR B Sy AW — “OYT oY P why

God” who supervises us individually, and “King b b Lo e e

of the universe” — for even though He watches

9y
over us in particular, he also watches over the B2 W
entire world in general, and rules over them.
2. Rabbi Reuven Leuchter — the meaning of our God, in the Brachot.
The simple meaning of the word Elokeinu is as SIOWD MBI “PON” MM NN 130D WON

follows: Elokim means the All Powerful, namely 1o Db 051 FIFS 5YA 1 — Db
- J . ) =0

M9 50 N TN 9700 M 927 D o
5555 TrIa W I uSw Dwynn ok o1
(DTN 5y 8T 5w Do e 19m) SN

that He alone runs the world. Our Elokim, means
that God orchestrates and runs the world based
on our deeds, i.e., specifically the Jews” deeds.
(Clearly this puts a great responsibility on our

shoulders.)

This seems to be the most simple understanding NN, M52 553 “WRbR” 75 by e e
of the Name Elokeinu in the context of all 003 0N O MY
Brachot.
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PART C. INTERNALIZING THE MESSAGE OF A BRACHA

Often, the Sages’ choice of words in a Bracha sheds light on the message that the Bracha is meant to convey.
These powerful words also help us internalize the message. The following are two examples of Brachot on
routine events, which the Sages composed in a way that should awaken us to God’s immense kindness in
those aspects of our lives.

1. Adapted from Besimcha U'Vetuv Leivov, p. 224 — The Bracha of Asher Yatzar [He Who
fashioned man], the blessing said after relieving oneself.

Imagine someone who got a piece of refuse stuck in his body. At a doctor’s appointment he is told
that he needs emergency surgery. While the surgery itself is risky, it would be even more dangerous to
avoid doing it. He goes through with the surgery, and all goes well without any complications.

The feelings of thanksgiving such a person has to God are tremendous — to the extent that he makes a
public meal to publicize the miracle God did for him.

Every person experiences the above description every day. We would not be able to exist if the waste
which is in our body were not removed. God created our body in such a way that the body cleanses
itself from waste without any pain, without needing to be hospitalized, without surgery and recovery —
He “Who heals all flesh and acts wondrously” is truly a wondrous healer. The feelings of thanksgiving
which should have been present at the above-mentioned meal should be felt every time we say

the Bracha of Asher Yatzar (the Bracha after visiting the bathroom, thanking God for a healthy and
functioning body). A Bracha said in such a fashion is an unforgettable experience.

A story is told of a Rebbe who was walking along the street when he heard a loud voice. On closer inspection this
voice was the voice of the famous Biala Rebbe. He was reciting “Asher Yatzar” at a very high decibel level. The Rebbe
was surprised. “Does everyone need to know where you've just been?” he reprimanded. The response was immediate.
“Pirsumei Nissa (publicizing the miracle) is a very important mitzvah!” The Rebbe was so impressed with the clarity
and insight of this great individual that he publicized the story and told it over often.

If we succeed in realizing that the myriads of functions which take place in our bodies every second are
nothing short of a miracle, then surely our life experience will be happier and more greatly enhanced.

The following story is told of Rabbi Yisrael Salanter:

R’ Yisrael once walked into a restaurant and noticed that they charged an exorbitant sum for a cup of tea. R’ Yisrael
asked the owner of the restaurant why the tea was so expensive. After all, the ingredients only cost a few cents.

The owner replied, “You are correct. But for that sum go drink a cup of tea in your home. Here there are fancy
couches, there’s music in the background, there’s a nice view, there are fancily dressed waiters and the tea is served in
expensive china — that all costs money.”

R’ Yisrael thanked the owner in a very moving way.

“What are you thanking me for?”

“Thanks to you I just understood the Bracha of ‘Shehakol nihye bidvaro, (through Whose word everything came

to be).” When someone enjoys food, he blesses God for everything. Not only for what he ate but for everything else
around; for the sun which enables him to see the food; for the music of the birds in the background; for the flowers, for

the air — for the whole atmosphere. We have to thank Him, for through His word everything came to be.” (Adapted
from Vezot HaBracha p. 8 — The Bracha of Shehakol)
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KEY THEMES OF SECTION 1IV:

7= Many gems are hidden within the text of the Brachot. The more one studies them and pays
attention to their every nuance, the more one discovers.

7= All of the blessings start off addressing the Almighty in the second person. But some of the
Brachot switch midway to the third person. We begin by speaking to God directly; we address the
aspect of God we can relate to, be it knowing His existence, His relationship with us, or His deeds
that we can comprehend. But God’s true essence is something we cannot relate to, and therefore
we switch to third person. Also, the closer we get to Him, the more we realize how far away we
really are.

7= Daily miracles happen within our body every day. We are so accustomed to them, we don’t pay
attention — until something goes wrong. The Bracha of Asher Yatzar was instituted to help us focus
on the miracles happening every minute in our bodies.

SECTION V. THE AMEN RESPONSE

The experience of a Bracha is not restricted to the individual reciting it. The Sages instituted a requirement
that one who hears a Bracha respond with the word “Amen,” which constitutes an affirmation of the contents
of the Bracha.

1. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 124:6 — The Sages mandated that a person respond with
“Amen” whenever he hears a Bracha.

They should answer “Amen” to every Bracha, 172 175057 7T NS DN 12 171572 52 1IN TN 1M
whether they have already fulfilled their F9927 NOFT TN 1353 I 00 1IN NOW DN
obligation of prayer or they have not fulfilled it T3 PN INY T3 TP

yet. They should have the intent that “the Bracha
that was recited is true, and I believe in it.”

The Amen response should not be viewed as a trivial matter. The Sages attached great importance to it,
instituting various rules to ensure that it is pronounced correctly and at the appropriate time. (For details, see
Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 124:8 and The Laws of Brachot by Rabbi Binyomin Forst, Artscroll/Mesorah
Publications, Chapter 2.) The Sages emphasize the vast reward granted to a person who is careful to respond
Amen.

2. Talmud Bavli, Shabbos 119b — A person who responds Amen to a Bracha merits eternal

reward.
Reish Lakish taught: When a person answers b PAMD D 531 TON YT 55 wapb Y9 N
“Amen” with all his might, the gates of Gan Eden 93w

are opened before him.

3. Zohar, quoted by Shelah (on the subject of prayer) — The Amen response has an
immeasurable spiritual impact, which brings benefit to the entire world.

Anyone who pays attention to every Bracha that 92137 001 NS 70921 1002 555 MOPE M
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is recited, and who answers Amen with intent 13977 TR TPpnD 09 1T N0 TN
and in the proper way, brings about much P D 8D M o 21 39 YO TN
sanctity in the upper spheres, and an abundance PR YT AMBE 155 DYF O TR0 1oy

of good in Creation, for he opens the upper
Source of the waters of life, just as he would
open a spring to irrigate all that need water. A
voice announces in the upper spheres of Heaven
that all of this good and joy was caused by this
person, servant of the Holy King.

YT DY DB TN NP PP MRt 55
7o T3y 735D DI IR AN 1 Sow
TN

The importance that the Sages attach to the Amen response is a clear illustration of the way a seemingly
simple practice can actually have great profundity and spiritual meaning. But there is an added dimension of
significance to the Amen response, which places it on an even higher level than the Bracha itself.

4. Talmud Bavli, Brachot 53b — The Amen response is considered even greater than the actual
Bracha itself!

The one who answers Amen is greater than the 09007 39 9 R YT O
one who recites the Bracha.

On the surface, this statement is somewhat puzzling. How can the Amen response, which is an affirmation
of the Bracha, have more meaning and value than the Bracha itself? In order to understand the answer to
this question, we must first explore the meaning of the word “Amen.” The word itself is, in fact, a deep
expression of faith and belief.

5. Talmud Bavli, Shabbos 119b — The letters of “Amen” stand for “E-1 Melech Neeman,” which
means “God is the trustworthy King.”

What does Amen mean? Rabbi Chanina taught: ORI T SN NI TN 1R OND
[It is an acronym for] “God is the trustworthy
King.”

With regard to Brachot of thanksgiving, the Shulchan Aruch (source #1 above) rules that the Amen response
should be intended as an expression of one’s belief in the content of the Bracha. However, the Mishnah
Berurah adds that there is another meaning of “Amen” which can be relevant for other types of Brachot.

6. Mishnah Berurah, Orach Chaim 124:25 — “Amen” can be an affirmation of belief, a prayer
that the blessing be fulfilled, or both.

This applies to blessings of thanksgiving...but IOR PIDY I8 7003 DAN L INTIT N33

n [blessings Oﬂ supplication, a person’s intent ST 93T DY PR Y 5593-’?: SIN DX N
should be, “It is true, and I also pray that it

should be God’s will that this be fulfilled.”

With this introduction, we can understand one explanation as to why the person who answers Amen is
considered greater than the person who recited the Bracha:
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7. Rabbi Menachem Nissel, audio shiur “The Power of Amen” — A Bracha creates only one of
two possible spiritual impacts, while the Amen response has the capacity to do both.

Human beings were placed in this world to perform two very different, even opposite, types of
spiritual service of God. One, which the Kabbalists call “from above to below” is to take all the
spiritual energy from the upper worlds and bring it down to the physical world, imbuing this world
with spirituality. The other, which is called “from below to above,” is to take every part of the physical
world and elevate it to the spiritual realms. Through these two activities, we sanctify the physical
world.

There are two types of Brachot. One type includes Brachot that are recited on physical benefits as

well as Brachot that are recited before doing a mitzvah. When you make a Bracha on a food, you

are bringing the spiritual energy of that food down to this world; as the Kabbalists teach, everything
physical in the world has a spiritual underpinning. Similarly, when a person does a mitzvah, Rav
Chaim Volozhiner teaches that he is waging war against the forces of evil, and thus bringing spirituality
down into this world. Those types of Brachot represent the type of sanctifying the world that is “from
above to below.”

The other type of Brachot consists of Brachot of praise and thanksgiving to God. These Brachot spread
awareness of God throughout the physical world. When we make a Bracha thanking God for providing
for our needs, or praising Him for His greatness, we make the whole world aware of Him. Thus,

the Bracha spreads sanctity throughout the physical world, bringing spiritual energy “from below to
above.”

Every Bracha accomplishes only one of these two things, but the word “Amen” encompasses both
meanings. When a person says Amen, he aligns himself with the Bracha that has been said. He fortifies
the Bracha with spiritual energy so that it can come down to this world. But “Amen” also represents

a prayer that the Bracha be fulfilled. Thus, when a person says “Amen,” he also spreads the spiritual
energy of the Bracha throughout the physical world. That is how “Amen” can be greater than a Bracha
itself, because “Amen” accomplishes both forms of sanctification, while a Bracha can only accomplish
one.

The following story illustrates the great importance that a Torah sage attached to the Amen response.

A doctor working in a hospital in Israel related an incident that had a major impact on his life. "About eighteen
years ago, I was treating a terminally ill patient. His body was gradually ceasing to function — his days were clearly
numbered. After deliberating the case with a number of specialists, I presented the following option to the patient and
his family: He could undergo complicated surgery that might lengthen his life by another six months, but it would be
expensive and very painful.”

The son said that he could not make the decision on his own. "Only Rav Moshe Feinstein can answer that question."

The doctor offered to accompany him and personally present the intricacies of the case. He was interested to see how
the Rov would deal with the situation.

"What followed [he relates] will forever be etched in my memory. Rav Feinstein began to cry. He cried real tears,
bitter tears, his sobbing was audible in the room. For almost twenty minutes he wept. As a professional, I know how
we gradually learn to detach, how years of experience numb our sensitivities. Yet this Rav, who met countless people a
day, was moved so intensely..."

Rav Moshe asked for a day to consider. When they returned, he replied with confidence, "Go ahead and have the
surgery."
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"The expression on my face must have revealed my skepticism, because Rav Feinstein then addressed me, saying, ‘In
the half-year reprieve this surgery will grant our friend, he will have the merit of answering Amen to many Brachot.
Each Amen will create a guardian angel for him. These angels will defend him...and he will be granted a long life in
their merit.”"

The doctor was amazed that Rav Moshe felt it would all be worthwhile...What is more, Rav Feinstein believed that
these words could actually interfere with nature. "At that moment, I realized that there must be something profound to
Torah and mitzvot."

Indeed, the patient outlived the doctors' grim prognosis by several years. (Excerpted from Just One Word: The Power
of Amen by Esther Stern, Feldheim Publishers.)

Indeed, the Amen response is considered to be an extremely potent and powerful spiritual force. The book
Just One Word: The Power of Amen records numerous incidents in which people’ lives were changed when
they developed the simple habit of responding to Brachot with Amen.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION V.

7= The Sages instituted that one who hears someone else recite a Bracha should affirm the Bracha by
reciting “Amen.” Kabbalistic literature ascribes tremendous reward for doing so.

7 Amen is both an affirmation of faith as well as a prayer that the blessing be fulfilled.

CLASS SUMMARY:

WHAT IS THE PHILOSOPHY AND REASONING BEHIND THE INSTITUTION OF BRACHOT?

The main purpose of the institution of Brachot is to take every opportunity to remind ourselves of God, to
make us feel connected and realize that He is a part of our lives. As we go about our daily routines, it is often
difficult to remember that God is the Source of everything we have. For this reason, the Sages required us to
recite Brachot, reminding us at every juncture in our daily routines that everything emanates from God. The
requirement to recite 100 Brachot every day is predicated on the notion that we will increase our cognizance
of God by focusing on His involvement in every individual facet of our lives.

GOD KNOWS MY THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS, SO WHY MUST I ARTICULATE THEM
EXPLICITLY?

Indeed, God is aware of our thoughts and feelings, but the purpose of verbalizing Brachot is to increase our
own awareness of God. Using our power of speech to express our recognition of God instills and deepens the
recognition within ourselves.

Furthermore, the recitation of Brachot brings about massive effects in spiritual worlds, but the power to
achieve those effects exists only when the Brachot are verbalized. Since the power of Brachot lies in their
ability to connect the worlds of action, speech, and thought, if the component of speech is lacking, the
Brachot will not achieve their effect.
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WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THE WORD BRACHA?

There are various explanations of the meaning of the term “Baruch” (literally “blessed”) when applied to God.
After all, it would be ludicrous for us to assume that we can bless God. One explanation is that the word
“Baruch” is merely an expression of praise. Another explanation is that when we say that God is “Baruch,”
we acknowledge that He is the Source of all blessing and abundance of the world. In this sense, the word
“Baruch” is related to the Hebrew “bereicha,” or “reservoir,” which is also the source of abundance.

HOW IMPORTANT IS KAVANA (MINDFULNESS) IN BRACHOT?

In truth, it is imperative to recite Brachot with kavana — with intent and devotion, paying attention to their
meaning. A person should not recite a Bracha by rote. If he does so, it is unlikely that the Bracha will have
the desired effect and succeed in instilling cognizance of God within the person reciting it. Nevertheless, if a
person does recite a Bracha without kavana, he has still fulfilled his obligation.

IN WHAT WAY DOES A BRACHA AFFECT THE ONE WHO RECITES IT, THE JEWISH NATION,
AND THE WORLD AT LARGE?

The Sages teach that scrupulous recitation of Brachot is one of the central paths to piety. A person who
expends effort to say Brachot properly will be a person who is constantly aware of God in all areas of his
life. Furthermore, Kabbalah teaches us that the recitation of Brachot engenders a flow of Divine energy and
succor which brings abundance to the Jewish nation and the entire world.
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