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Kavanah in Krias Shema

(Orach Chaim: Siman 60-61)

Kavanah:


Mishneh Brurah ((60:7):

The Rishonim allude to the fact that there are two basic forms of kavanah that are recognized in halacha as being essential to the fulfillment of the “Mitzvos Hateluyos Bedibbur”. 

a) Kavanah that you are about to do the following act for the sake of fulfilling the mitzvah the way Hashem commanded you. (This kavanah is applicable to all mitzvos whether they are speech related, action related, or otherwise).

b) Kavanah for the actual meaning of the words you are saying. 

First we will discuss the basic kavanah for fulfilling a mitzvah.

Gemara:

The Gemara in Nedarim explains the passuk “Do things for the sake of the one who made the entire Universe” in the following way. Any time you do a mitzvah whether it is d’orysa, derabanan, or customary you should have in mind before you do it that you want to do this for the sake of Heaven (Lesheim Shamayim).

The Rishonim argue as to whether this kavanah is essential in order to get credit for the performance of the mitzvah or not. 

Tosafos:

They hold that this kavanah is only a chiuv lechatchilah but b’dieved you get credit for the mitzvah without it. There is no distinction in what type of mitzvah you are doing.


Rabbeinu Yonah:

He agrees with Tosafos that this kavanah is not meakeiv b’dieved. However he qualififes that this only applies to mitzvos of action. A mitzvah that is entirely speech, thought, or hearing related would require this kavanah even b’dieved. The reason for this distinction is simple. A mitzvah of action can be defined as a mitzvah regardless of the kavanah assuming that you performed the requirements of the act according to the halacha (you picked up the lulav and shook it). But a mitzvah of thought, speech, or hearing is not tangible enough to define without the kavanah. 

Bahag/ Rosh:

They hold that this kavanah is essential by all mitzvos and if you don’t have it you would have to do the mitzvah over again.


Shulchan Aruch (60:4):

He brings down Tosafos and the Bahag and says that the halacha follows the Bahag.


The Achronim mention numerous qualifications in this halacha of the Shulchan Aruch.


Magen Avraham (60:3 quoting the Radvaz):

He says that the halacha in Shulchan Aruch only applies to mitzvos d’orysa but by mitzvos derabanan this kavanah is not meakeiv b’dieved. (Lechatchilah you still should have this kavanah even by a mitzvah derabanan).


Gra (489:7)/ Shulchan Aruch (according to the understanding of many Achronim):



They hold that this kavanah requirement is meakeiv even by mitzvos derabanan.


Mishneh Brurah (60:10):

The Mishneh Brurah doesn’t give a clear decision on this matter. Based on that for any derabanan mitzvah we certainly can’t obligate a person to do the mitzvah over again if he didn’t have this kavanah.


Mishneh Brurah (60:8):

If you are in doubt as to whether you had this kavanah or not: then by a mitzvah d’orysa you would have to go back and do the mitzvah again because of the rule of “suffeik d’orysa lechumrah”. If you are in doubt whether you had this kavanah by a mitzvah derabanan you would not have to do the mitzvah over again because of the rule of “suffeik derabanan lekulah”.


Mishneh Brurah (60:8, 10):

By a d’orysa mitzvah we said you have to do the mitzvah over again if you didn’t have this kavanah or even if you are in doubt as to whether you had this kavanah. 

The Achronim discuss whether you should say the Beracho of the mitzvah the second time you do it.

Pri Megadim/ Olas Shabbos/ Magen Avraham:

 They hold that you shouldn’t make the Beracho when you do the mitzvah a second time because the Shulchan Aruch himself was in doubt whether the halacha follows Tosafos or the Bahag in “Mitzvos Tzrichos Kavanah”. Therefore the mitzvah d’orysa you have to do again because of “suffeik d’orysa lechumra”. The Beracho on the mitzvah you don’t make because of the rule of “suffeik berachos lehakeil”. 


Eliyah Rabbah/ Gra:

They disagree and say that the Shulchan Aruch meant that the halacha is definitely like the Bahag. Therefore you have to do the mitzvah again bevadai. 

Since you are definitely chaiv to do the mitzvah over again m’dorysa you should make the Beracho on the mitzvah. (The rationale for this is either because the Beracho itself is linked to the mitzvah or even if the Beracho is not linked to the mitzvah directly nevertheless since you have to do the mitzvah over again there is no loss in making the Beracho since it is definitely not levatalah)


Mishneh Brurah (60:10):

Lemaseh the Mishneh Brurah says that we are chosheish for the Magen Avraham. Therefore we don’t make the Beracho again because of the rule of suffeik Berachos lehakeil.


Mishneh Brurah (63:13)/ Pri Megadim (63:9 Eishel Avraham):

We have seen that we hold “mitzvos tzrichos kavanah”. In general that means that you need to have this kavanah before performing any mitzvah. The same thing applies to Krias Shema as well. It is sufficient to have kavanah that you are doing a mitzvah just prior to saying the Shema. 

We will learn ahead that there is a machlokes Rishonim as to which paragraphs are obligatory to read m’dorysa. According to those who say that only the first passuk is d’orysa then the kavanah to “do a mitzvah” is only meakeiv for that passuk. If you hold that all three paragraphs are d’orysa then this kavanah is meakeiv on all three paragraphs. (Even according to the opinion that this kavanah is only meakeiv for the first passuk nevertheless you would need kavanah to do a mitzvah when reading the third paragraph since it contains within it the mitzvah of “Zchiras Yetzias Mitzraim”)

There is one final qualification, which greatly changes the application of this halacha.

Chayeh Adam/ Mishneh Brurah (60:10/ Biur Halacha Vedah):

The Chayeh Adam adds that even though we hold like the Bahag that “Mitzvos Tzrichos Kavanah”, nevertheless you don’t have to repeat the mitzvah again in every situation. Any time it is clear that you were doing a mitzvah you don’t have to go back again even if you didn’t have the kavanah that you were doing it for the sake of the mitzvah.


There are numerous examples of this distinction:

a) Any time you made the Beracho of Asher Kiddishanu before performing the mitzvah, you don’t have to do the mitzvah again since the making of the Beracho on the mitzvah is itself verification that you were performing a mitzvah.

b)  Any time you said Krias Shema in shul with a minyan you don’t have to go back again since the fact that you were in shul reading from the siddur in the proper order of the prayers it is clear that you meant to do the mitzvah of Krias Shema.

c) If you were eating matzah on Pesach Eve in a reclining position you don’t have to go back and eat more since the preparatory act of reclining verifies that you were in fact doing the mitzvah.

The second type of kavanah is for the meaning of the words. The Gemara brings the scriptural source for this form of kavanah. 

Gemara:

The Gemara in Berachos 31a says that Chanah spoke with her heart. From here chazal learned that someone who is praying must have “kavanas halev”.

Similarly the Gemara in Taanis 2a says on the passuk of  “…and to serve Him with all of your heart” what is the service of the heart? That is tefillah. 

We see from these two Gemaras that tefillah is called the “service of the heart” and the heart is the place kavanah. (The “heart” in Scripture always means the combination of the intellectual and emotional components of the person).

Chovos Halevavos:

He says in the “Shar Cheshbon Hanefesh” chapter 3 that the mashal for understanding the importance of kavanah is to picture the words of tefillah as a shell or a body and the kavana in the heart as the soul. If you see it this way then tefillah without kavanah is like a dead body without a soul.

The question is what makes kavanah so central to davening? Why isn’t it sufficient to just say the words? (Let us keep in mind that of course you have intent to fulfill the mitzvah like we learned above “mitzvos tzrichos kavanah”)


Rambam:

The Rambam says that the source for the Mitzvah of Tefillah in the Torah is “… and to serve Him with all of your heart”. That means the Torah defines the mitzvah itself not in terms of the words you say but in terms of what you are thinking when you say them. 

According to the Rambam the opposite question should be asked, why do we have to say anything with our mouths at all since the whole act of davening is defined in terms of what you are thinking?

Maharal:

The Maharal explains that the reason a person has to use his speech for davening is since the faculty that makes the human being unique from all other creatures is speech. The passuk that says “And the man became a living soul” is translated by Onkeles to mean that the man was able to speak when Hashem breathed the soul of life into him. The meaning of this Maharal is that everything in Creation has its place. Its place is not just a geographical location but rather a spiritual reality of what the purpose and function of that thing is in Hashem’s ultimate plan for Creation. What the Maharal is saying is that things in the world only have a connection to Hashem by fulfilling their purpose in the world. The purpose of the Man is to know Hashem and to be a vehicle to reveal Hashem’s glory in the world. The way he does that is mostly through speech. Speech comes out into the world and helps to shape it and change it. Ideas are inside a person’s head but they never come out into the world unless they are discussed and clarified and acted upon. Tefillah is possibly the most blatant example of how Man can glorify Hashem in the world. Furthermore Tefillah is a prime example of a man making an attempt to change the world. It is therefore essential to utilize speech in prayer and not forgo an opportunity to fully express your true potential.

Mabit:

He says a different explanation for the reason we must use speech for davening. He says that a person can’t focus his mind on any idea fully without speaking out what he is thinking about. Speech then is a way to make the thoughts of the heart more real and complete.

We now understand that the essence of the mitzvah of davening is really the kavanah. Kavanah is not an additional condition in davening it is the actual mitzvah itself. Speech and outward expression are only a condition in the davening in order that it should achieve the goal. With this introduction we can explore the various kavanah requirements in Krias Shema.


Gemara:

The Gemara in Berachos 13a says that many laws for the Krias Shema are learned from the word “Shema”. This word means to hear or understand. It is a necessary prerequisite that a person understands what he is saying when he says the Shema. That means he has to have kavanah for the meaning of the words. From this Gemara it is clear that the mitzvah of Krias Shema is similar to the mitzvah of Tefillah with regards to kavanah for the meaning of the words.


Gemara:

The Gemara in Berachos 13a-b says that the Tannaim and Amoraim argued as to what parts of the Krias Shema you are required to have this kavanah for.

a) Some Tanaim hold you need to have kavanah from the beginning of the Shema up to the words “ …on your heart” from the first paragraph.

b) Some Tanaim hold you need to have kavanah for the whole first paragraph.

c) Some Tanaim hold you need to have kavanah for both paragraphs.

d) Some Tanaim hold that you only need to have kavanah for the first passuk of the Shema.

The Gemara concludes that the halacha follows the opinion that you need to have kavanah for the meaning of the words in the first passuk.


Shulchan Aruch (60:5, 63:4):

Based on the conclusion of the Gemara and the Rishonim validating that conclusion he says the minimum requirement is to have kavanah for the first passuk of Shema. Therefore if a person said the first passuk of Shema without kavanah he would have to say it over again.


Mishneh Brurah (63:12): 61:22):

Kavanah during the phrase “Baruch Shem Kavod Malchuso Leolam Vaed” is also meakeiv b’dieved. The reason why the first passuk and Baruch Shem Kavod Malchuso are the minimum requirement is because that is where the main “Kabbalas Ol Malchus Shemayaim” and “Unity of Hashem” are stated.


The Biur Halacha qualifies the halacha that kavanah for Baruch Shem is meakeiv.


Biur Halacha (61:13 Acher…Baruch Shem Kavos Malchuso):

According to all opinions the recitation of the phrase “Baruch Shem Kavod Malchuso…” is a chiuv derabanan. Because of this fact the Achronim argue whether you would have to say “Baruch Shem” over again in the event that you didn’t have kavanah for it the first time. 

a) Pri Megadim/ Levush: They hold that since this phrase is essential to the “Kabbalas Ol Malchus Shamayim” of Krias Shema and the mitzvah is incomplete without it, therefore you would have to go back and repeat Baruch Shem if you said it without kavanah.

b) Magen Avraham/ Shiltei Hagibburim: They hold that since the phrase is only a chiuv derabanan you don’t have to go back if you said it without kavanah.

The Biur Halacha concludes with a compromise. If you have already started saying “Veahavtah” by the time you realize that you said Baruch Shem without kavanah then you don’t go back to say it again. If however you haven’t yet started “Veahavtah” yet then you should go back and say the phrase of Baruch Shem again (see also in the Aruch Hashulchan). 

We will learn ahead in the sugyah of Dikduk in the Krias Shema that the chazal made an issur to say the Shema two times simultaneously. (We will see there that the Rishonim argue as to how to understand the case of the issur). Interestingly enough this issur poses a problem with regards to a situation where a person said the Shema without kavanah. 

Mishneh Brurah (61:22):

The Mishneh Brurah says that if you have to repeat the Shema due to lack of kavanah you should conduct yourself in one of the two following ways:

a) Say it the second time quietly. This will avoid the problem of saying the Krias Sheam two times simultaneously since that issur only applies when you say the Shema both times out loud. (That gives the impression to listeners that you are accepting the yolk of two gods upon yourself).

b) Make a noticeable gap in time between the first and second readings. This solves the problem mentioned above because the listener will not automatically assume that you are saying it the second time to a different god!

If you are davening beyechidus then you can say the Shema the second time out loud immediately after the first time since nobody hears you saying it.

Even when you are davening beyechidus you shouldn’t say the Shema twice assuming you said it with kavanah the first time.  


Shulchan Aruch (61:1):

Lechatchilah a person should try to have kavanah for the meaning of the words during the whole Krias Shema.


Chumash/ Rashi/ Mishneh Brurah (5:3):

On the passuk of Shema in the Chumash Deuteronomy (6:4) Rashi explains the verse as follows. “Shema Israel”- each Jew should understand and contemplate… “Hashem Elokeinu”- The Infinite being known as G-d who has revealed Himself only to the Jewish nation and who exercises His complete dominion over creation according to our fulfillment of the Torah… “Hashem Echad”- in the future he will reveal himself to all of humanity and they will al know Him and serve Him.  


Pri Megadim:

He says that if a persons mind wanders off in between each word but while saying each word he does have kavanah for the meaning of that word this is sufficient for fulfillment of the mitzvah.

This understanding of the words would qualify as a fulfillment of the chiuv kavanah for the meaning of the words of Shema of. Nevertheless the poskim point out that saying the Shema is also a means to fulfilling and contemplating the Oneness of Hashem and accepting upon ourselves the Yolk of the Kingdom of Heaven (Divine Authority).


Rambam (Sefer Hamitzvos- Aseh 2, Hilchos K. S. 1:2/ Sefer Hachinuch (Mitz. 417, 420):

In their enumeration of the 613 Commandments they count the mitzvah of “Knowing that Hashem is One” as a separate mitzvah by itself. This mitzvah has essentially two components to it. The first is to know that the being Hashem is infinite. Secondly, due to the fact that G-d is infinite (One), it is incumbent upon us, His creations, to accept upon ourselves the Yolk of His authority, which by definition is the only “Authority” that governs the entire universe.

According to the Rambam and the Sefer Hachinuch it is theoretically possible to fulfill this mitzvah with its two components at any time by thinking about this belief and then strengthening your conviction to this belief. 

Nevertheless they both agree that when you say Krias Shema you should use it as a means to fulfill the mitzvah of “Knowing Hashem is One”. 


Gemara/ Shulchan Aruch (61:6):

The Gemara in Berachos 13b adds that when saying the word Echad you should lengthen the Daled sound while at the same time not cutting the Ches sound short. 


Mishneh Brurah (61:18):

He brings two different customs as to how to fulfill this Gemara. One is to lengthen the Ches and Daled at a 1/3-Ches and 2/3 Daled ratio. During the saying of these two letters you should think of declaring the Oneness of Hashem in the entire universe. The non-shortened Ches will help you to Declare Hashem’s Oneness in the Heavens and on Earth. (The letter Ches has a pointy bridge at its top that connects its two legs. This is an allusion to the upward and downward directions.) The long Daled will help you to declare to declare Hashem’s Oneness in the four corners of the earth (The numerical value of Daled is 4). 

The other custom is to contemplate this entire thought (Hashem is One in the Heavens, the Earth, and the four corners of the world) all during the Daled. Of course you shouldn’t shorten the Ches sound but at the same time you don’t have to contemplate hashem’s Oneness during the recitation of that letter.


The Gemara mentions that there are other aspects to Kabalas Ol Malchus Shamayim.


Gemara:

The Gemara in Berachos 15a says that someone who wants to have a complete Kabalas Ol Malchus Shamayim should relieve his bowels, wash himself, put on Tefillin, say the Krias Shema, and daven Shemoneh Esrei. 

Relieving the bowels- This represents the idea of Teshuvah. You must cleanse yourself of the filth that you have incorporated into yourself if you want to move on. You can’t go into the mikvah to toveil while still holding the sheretz.

Washing the hands- This represents the idea of making boundaries for yourself so that you don’t come near negative influences. (The old phrase “I’m washing my hands from him” means I am cutting off all ties with him I don’t want to have anything to do with him anymore).

Putting on tefillin- This represents the complete subjugation of the body (Tefillin Shel Yad on the arm/ strength) and the should (Tefillin Shel Rosh on the head/ thought-soul).

Krias Shema/ Tefillah- This represents the culmination of a person nullifying his will before the will of Hashem and recognizing that he is completely dependent on the Mercy of hashem at every second of his life.

The only way these final steps can have their true effect on a person is if he first works on the preliminary steps to prepare himself for this experience.

It is clear from the following Gemara that Krias Shema (with all of its paragraphs) was designed to be a means for contemplating and fulfilling other mitzvos and foundations of Judaism as well.


Gemara:

The Gemara in Berachos 14b explains that a person should also use the mitzvah of Krias Shema as a means for contemplating and/ or fulfilling the mitzvos/ Jewish foundations of Achdus Hashem, Yiras Hashem, The Importance of Torah Study, The Importance of Tefillin and Mezuzah, Lo Sasuru, (The Ten Commandments-see ahead), The Mitvah of Tzitzis, as well as a general acceptance to fulfill all of the 613 mitzvos. Some of these thoughts themselves are the fulfillment of a mitzvah others are helpful contemplations to enhance your overall awareness of the importance of Torah and Mitzvos.

The Poskim mention that due to the centrality of the Krias Shema there are some other kavnaos that you should try to have lechatchillah when reading it.


Shulchan Aruch (61:1-5)/ Mishneh Brurah (61:2-17):

In addition to having kavanah for the meaning of the words a person should also strive to read the Shema with fear and trepidation. 

“Fear” means to think about how you ar willing to die in order to sanctify the name G-d. Anyone who thinks about this will quickly come to feelings of fear and awe of Hashem.

 “Trepidation” means to approach the words of the Shema every day as a brand new “Decree” that has just been declared by the king. Someone who views the words of the Shema in this way will certainly tremble as he realizes the seriousness of its meaning. He would not “read it” through like a newspaper article merely trying to get the basic gist of what is being said. Rather he would sit and learn each word while contemplating its meaning. The only reason we are not in trepidation when we read the Shema is because we have allowed ourselves to fall into the trap of thinking that we are just repeating the same paragraphs by rote on a daily basis.

Furthermore the Ten Commandments are alluded to in the Krias Shema. When reading it we should focus on this fact because this will help us to realize the centrality of the Shema. Just like we know that there are 613 words in the parsha of the Ten Commandments (to teach us that the whole Torah is really encapsulated inside of them) so too the Ten Commandments are encapsulated in the Shema. Therefore the Shema is like a “Klal Gadol”. By reading it we can be aroused to a “Kabbalas Ol Malchus Shamayim” of the most profound dimensions.

The Beis Yosef brings down another very fundamental kavanah that a person should contemplate when reading the Krias Shema. 


Zohar/ Shulchan Aruch (61:3):

The Torah is like medicine for the limbs of a person both in this world and the next. A person has 248 limbs. The Torah has 248 positive commandments. Each mitzvah is parallel to one of his limbs. By performing all of the 248 positive commandments a person can receive a refuah for all of his limbs. Similarly the Krias Shema with all 3 paragraphs has 248 words. By reading the Krias Shema with all 3 paragraphs each word is offereing a refuah to one of a persons limbs. When you read the Krias Shema you should have this kavanah in mind that each word is heling and elevating one of your limbs to a level of connection to Hashem. 

In fact there are only 245 words in the 3 paragraphs of Shema itself. The Zohar say that there are two ways to reach 248. If you are davening in a shul with a minyan then the Shliach Tzibbur should repeat the last 2 words of the Shema together with the word “Emes” which is a prelude into the Beracho of Goal Israel. By listening to the Shatz say these 3 words you get a healing for the final 3 limbs that were not yet included until this point.

Alternatively if a person is davening alone at home he should have kavanah to fulfill the final 3 words in the following manner. In the Shacharis prayer when saying the Beracho of Emes Veyatziv you should thin of the 15 Vavs that the re are in that Berachos. The Gematria of Vav is 6. 6 times 15 equals 90. 90 has the same numerical value as the Shem Havayah-26 plus the amount of letters-4 (total of 30) multiplied by 3. Therefore it is considered as if you just said 3 more words.

Another way to utilize these Vavs is as follows. The 15 Vavs equals 90. The reading of the words themselves counts as one. Together this equals the numerical value of 91. 91 is the same numerical value as the Shem Havayah in the form in which it is written-26 (Yud Heh Vav Heh) and the form in which it is read-56 (Adonai). You have essentially said “Hashem Adonai Emes”. These are the 3 words you need


Rema (ibid.):

He brings down from the Maharik that another possibility for a personwho is davening alone is to say “El Melech Neman” before the first passuk of Shema. This will work for Mariv as well if a person is davening alone.

The Poskim bring down two important customs with regards to arousing kavanah during Krias Shema.


Shulchan Aruch (61:4-5):

The custom is to say the first passuk of the Krias Shema loudly in order to arouse the kavanah.

It is also customary to put your hand over your face when saying Krias Shema in order to limit distractions. 

