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Review Sheet for Inyanei Kavanah in Davening (Orach Chaim:Simanim 96-99, 101) 

Preparing the Mind For Davening (Siman 93)
Clearing the Mind Before Davening

Mishnah (B’rachos 30b): The Chasidim Harishonim used to wait an hour before davening, daven for an hour, and wait for an hour after davening. This was to enable them to prepare mentally for the awesomeness of prayer by allowing themselves time to remove their thoughts from the physicality of this world. After the t’filah they would spend time contemplating the great insights that they had achieved during the t’filah.

Gemara (B’rachos 31a): In the ensuing Gemara we learn that a person can’t daven in a state of frolic, lightheadedness, anger, or any confusing idea like an unsolved halachic problem. If a person finds himself in this situation he should make an effort to clear his mind before davening. 

Mishnah Brurah (93:5): He qualifies and says that the above Gemara is referring to a level of Mitzvah Min Hamuvchar not an outright “issur”. Even if a person was involved in one of these activities he should not miss the t’filah b’tzibbur for this. Nonetheless a person should at least try to bring himself to the state of mind that he can daven with joy.

Davening From A Siddur 

Mishnah Brurah (53:87): It is preferred that an individual and all the more so the Shatz should daven from a siddur in order to increase the kavanah. 

Mishnah Brurah (95:5): If you are going to daven without a siddur (which is certainly mutar) you should close your eyes since someone who davens with his eyes open can’t be m’kabeil the Sh’chinah. Even if a person is not going to close his eyes he shouldn’t look up but rather down since looking up is something that causes a kitrug from the malachim. 
Mishnah Brurah (93:2): Although it is mutar to daven without a siddur the Arizal was always makpid to daven from a siddur in order that he could generate more kavanah and pronounce each letter properly. A person should use his own judgment what will produce a higher quality of t’filah.

Bal Shem Tov (Parshas Noach): He learns the pasuk in Parshas Noach “Tzohar Taseh Lateiva” to mean that the key to ultimately fulfilling the mitzvah of t’filah on the highest level is to pronounce each word and letter carefully and correctly. It is only through this process that a person can ultimately bind himself to his Creator and be saved from the flood of physical desires and bitul kavanah that are waiting to wash him away and ruin his d’veikus.

Waking up Before Davening

Mishnah Brurah (1:9): A person should wake up at least ½ an hour before the time of the minyan in order to allow adequate time for preparation.

Holding Items During Davening (Siman 96)

Gemara (B’rachos 23b): A person may not hold a Sefer Torah or Tefillin in his hands during davening. Similarly he should not hold a knife, money, bread, or a pot of food.

Gemara (Sukkah 41b): The Gemara asks a kasha from the Gemara in B’rachos to the practice of Ameimar who held his lulav during Shmonah Esrei. The Gemara answers there that the lulav is different since it is the time of the mitzvah it is chaviv to him and he won’t get distracted.

Rashi (ibid): He explains that the reason for the things in B’rachos is since they all cause a person to worry that they will fall, which is a bitul kavanah. The inference is that other items that a person idoesn’t care if they fall would be mutar to hold during Shmonah Esrei.

Rabbeinu Yonah (Gemara B’rachos 14b “Sakin”): He says that the list of things in B’rachos is not meant to be exclusive it was just giving common examples as a result any item would be assur to hold during Shmonah Esrei.

Trumas Hadeshen (Siman 17)/ Rabbeinu Yonah (ibid)/ Mishnah Brurah (96:2): The issur to hold a Sefer Torah is only when the sole intention is to hold it in order to protect it but if (for example) the Shatz is holding it for Yakum Purkan or Birkas Hachodesh it is like the lulav at the time of the mitzvah.

Shulchan Aruch (96:1-2): He poskins like Rashi in that only items that will cause a person to be afraid that they will drop are assur to hold. He also poskins like the Trumas Hadeshen who says that holding a Sefer Torah for a mitzvah reason or holding a siddur in order to daven better by reading from it is mutar. 

Mishnah Brurah (96:5): It is k’dai to be choshesh for the shita of the Rabbeinu Yonah and not hold anything during davening unless it is a chefetz shel mitzvah or it is tzorech hat’filah.

Holding a Siddur During Davening 

Trumas Hadeshen (ibid)/ Rabbeinu Yonah (ibid)/ Shulchan Aruch (96:2): It is implicit in the Gemara that only holding books when they are being guarded is a problem but holding a siddur for davening is mutar since it is for the sake of davening itself.

If Your Siddur Falls During Shmonah Esrei

Sefer Chasidim/ Magen Avraham/ Mishnah Brurah (96:7): If a sefer kadosh falls in the middle of davening and you can no longer daven with proper kavanah because it bothers you, first finish the b’racha you are in and then you can bend over and pick it up. If you can continue to daven with proper kavanah you should leave the sefer on the floor and continue.

Making Gestures During Davening

Pri Megadim (96:3 A.A.)/ Mishnah Brurah (96:7): The Taz says that you should mark the places in your siddur that you will be saying so that you don’t have to interrupt your t’filah to look for the right place. The Pri Megadim makes a kol sh’kain from this din in the Taz that a person shouldn’t actually make hand or facial gestures during davening (even if he pauses while doing so and then continues) because this itself is actually a disruption in the “kavanah of t’filah”. (See Siman 106 where we will deal with this issue from a different angle)

Placing a Child on Your Lap or Knee During Davening

Birkei Yosef (Siman 96)/ Mishnah Brurah (96:4): He learns out from the din above about holding items in your hands during davening that you shouldn’t even place a child on your lap or knee during davening because it causes the same type of disruption.
Walking to Get a Siddur

Rabbeinu Yonah (ibid)/ Rema (96:2): If a person is in the middle of Shmonah Esrei and needs a siddur he may back out and go get one to read from provided that he knows where to get one quickly.

Holding Things During Other Parts of T’filah

Pri Megadim/ Mishnah Brurah (96:1): Although the Gemara was referring to Shmonah Esrei these issurim apply equally to Sh’ma and P’sukei D’zimra as well.

The Din B’dieved If You Held Something During Davening

Mishnah Brurah (96:2): A person does not have to daven again if he was holding something during davening unless he knows that it caused him not to have kavanah for the B’racha of Avos.

With regards to babies during davening the Mishnah Brurah brings down that it is assur to place a baby in front of you or kal vechomer to hold a baby during davening.

Dealing with Distractions During Davening (Siman 97)

Burping and Yawning During Davening

Gemara (B’rachos 24a-b)/ Shulchan Aruch (95:1): It is assur to belch during Shmonah Esrei. If an involuntary burp comes up a person is considered b’oneis and its okay. It is assur to yawn during Shmonah Esrei. If an involuntary yawn comes out a person should cover his mouth with his hand but be careful not to put his hand on his chin since it looks haughty.

A Bug is Biting You or Your Tallis Falls Off During Shmonah Esrei

Gemara (B’rachos ibid): Rebbe would adjust his beged but he wouldn’t don it during Shmonah Esrei. 

Rashi (ibid): He understood this to refer to two separate issues. 

1) If a kinah would bite Rebbe during davening he wouldn’t touch it with his hands but rather by moving the beged to squash the kinah. 

2) If his Talis fell off he wouldn’t don it again because that would be a hefseik.

Rabbeinu Chananel (ibid): He understood both of these cases as one. If the Talis had partially fallen off he would adjust it. If the Talis fell all the way off he would leave it because to pick it up and put it back on would be a hefseik.

Tur (97:3-4)/ Shulchan Aruch (97:3-4): The Tur and S.A. bring down both p’shatim in the Gemara as the halacha (choshesh for both). Therefore if a kinah is biting you during davening squash it with your beged not your hands. And if your Talis falls off partially during davening (even majority off) you can re-adjust it (this minor adjustment isn’t a hefseifk) but if it falls off the body entirely you have to leave it.

Mishnah Brurah (97:15, 8:41): If the Talis fell the majority of the way off the body and you put it back on b’heter during davening or it fell fully off (even still in hand) and you put it back on b’issur during t’filah you have to make another b’racha on the Talis (after davening) to continue wearing it. 

Mishnah Brurah (97:14): If the Talis is fully off your body even if you caught it before it fell on the ground you still can’t put it on again during Shmonah Esrei because a full “donning of the talis” is a hefseik in T’filah.

Wearing a Backpack During Davening

Gemara (Baba Metzia 105b)/ Shulchan Aruch (96:5): The Gemara brings a Braisah that says if you are wearing a backpack or other load and you want to daven Shmonah Esrei the din is that if it is less than 4 kavin you can swing it around on your back and daven. If it is more than 4 kavin you have to take it off your body and rest it down near you.

Wearing a Gun During Davening

Contemporary poskim say that a gun must be put down before davening unless you are in a field and there is danger imminent. According to kabbalah a person should not carry any metallic implements on him (even if they weigh very little) during davening.

Kavanah During T’filah (Siman 98, 101)
Understanding the Concept of Kavanah

The first idea to clarify in this sugyah is the obligation to daven with kavanah. Different parts of t’filah have different kavanah obligations. 

Gemara (B’rachas 31a): “Chanah spoke with her heart”. From here chazal learned that someone who is praying must have “kavanas halev”.

Gemara (Ta’anis 2a): The Gemara says on the passuk of  “…and to serve Him with all of your heart” what is the service of the heart? That is t’filah. 

We see from these two Gemaras that t’filah is called the service of the heart and the heart is the place kavanah. 

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 t’filah as a shell or a body and the kavana in the heart as the soul. If you see it this way then t’filah without kavanah is like a dead body without a soul.

The question is why is kavanah so central to davening why don’t we just say that by saying the words he has fulfilled the act?

Rambam: The Rambam says that the source for davening in the Torah is “… and to serve Him with all of your heart. That means the definition of the mitzvah in the Torah itself is the kavanah. 

According to the Rambam the opposite question should be asked, why do we have to say anything with our mouths at all the whole act of davening should be done with the mind.

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 lifw 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 a thing only has a connection to Hashem through the fulfillment of its 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 through speech because speech comes out into the world. Ideas are inside a person’s head but they never come out into the world unless they are discussed and carified and acted upon. Therefore a person who is going to serve Hashem must use his speech since the point of davening is to cling to Hashem and the only way a creature can cling to Hashem is through the fulfillment of its purpose so the Man must use speech which is the way that he fulfills his purpose in the world in order to cling to Hashem.

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.

The Minimum Kavanah Requirement in T’filah

Gemara (B’rachos 34b): A person should have kavanah for the meaning of the words for the whole Shmonah Esrei but the minimum requirement for kavanah of the meaning of the words is the first b’racha “Avos”.

Sefer Mitzvas Katan: He learned from his own logic that the reasoning of the Gemara wasn’t because that amount of words is the minimum and if he had kavanah for another part of t’filah with more words he is certainly yotzei but rather because “Avos is the essence of the Shmonah Esrei”. Based on this he says that a person l’chatchila has to have kavanah for Avos and Modim since those are the two places that the chazal said to bow therefore they are more essential. B’dieved he agrees of course that only avos is m’akeiv and that really a person should have kavanah for the whole Shmonah Esrei.

Shulchan Aruch (101:1): He poskins like the Gemara that b’dieved a person who didn’t have kavanah for the B’racha of Avos has to daven again.

Rema (ibid): The Rema says that nowadays people are not so able to have even this basic kavanah and there is no assurance that he will get it right the second time therefore he should just continue.

Mishnah Brurah: He brings from the Chaye Adam that even according to the Rema if you still haven’t said “Baruch Atah Hashem” at the end of the first b’racha then you should go back.

In the Biur Halacha in Siman 101 he says that the Rema makes perfect sense if the person has already finished the whole Shmonah Esrei and then realizes that he did not have kavanah for the “peirush hamilim” of Shmonah Esrei. But if a person is already finished with the first b’racha and is still in the Shmonah Esrei how can we let him continue since every subsequent b’racha is a b’racha levatalah? He says the eitzah for this person is that he should wait for the Shatz and have kavanah to be yotzei with him until the Shatz gets to where he is holding then he may continue with his own Shmonah Esrei.

Lemaseh: There are many contemporary poskim who say that even the Sefardim would go like the Rema over the Shulchan Aruch today since the overwhelming majority of Achronim hold like that.

Nevertheless Rav Ovadia Yosef says that if a Sefardi feels like he normally davens with kavanah then he may start again if the reason for the original bitul has left his mind. It is better to daven as a nedavah to be chosheish for the Rema. 

Based on the Rema the halacha is that if a person knows in advance that he will not be able to fulfill the kavanah requirements of t’filah according to the way they have been laid out he would still have to daven in our generations because he can’t be considered an oneis.

The Kavanah of Standing in Front of the King

Rambam (Hilchos T’filah 4:15-16, 10:1): There is a contradiction in the Rambam in one place he says if a person doesn’t think he will be able to daven with kavanah he is an oneis and he is pattur since the mitzvah of t’filah is the kavanah itself and he can’t do it. In another place he says that if he had kavanah for the b’racha of Avos he is yotzei.

Rav Chaim: He learns that the Rambam says there are two aspects of the kavanah for Shmonah Esrei. One is the kavanah for the meaning of the words. On this level Shmonah Esrei is similar to Krias Sh’ma they both have some minimum requirement. The second aspect of kavanah is unique to Shmonah Esrei this is the kavanah that you are standing in front of Hashem. This is required for the whole Shmonah Esrei and whatever parts of it he doesn’t have this in his mind for he is not yotzei. The reason is that this is the definition of davening otherwise he is just stam reading a book.

Chazon Ish (In the Hashmatos of Rav Chaim): If we would take Rav Chaim as the halacha nobody would ever be yotzei davening. Therefore his chiddush is talking about the mitzvah min hamuvchar but meikar hadin the two Rambams are just meant to say the same thing. If a person thinks he can have kavanah for the peirush hamilim of the first b’racha then he should daven if not he shouldn’t and to be yotzei b’dived he has to have had kavanah for the first b’racha. (See above that based on the Rema we say that even if you don’t think you will be able to have the requisite kavanah you aren’t patur from t’filah)

Aside from the kavanos listed above of “peirush hamilim” and “omeid lifnei Hashem” there is a general kavanah requirement for all mitzvos that a person must have during t’filah as well.

Davening In a Place Or At a Time That is M’vateil Kavanah

Making T’filah A “Routine”

Mishnah (B’rachas 28b): Someone who makes his t’filah routine is not really praying. 

Gemara (B’rachas 29b): The Gemara brings two opinions about what the Mishnah means. The first is the Rabbis who say that it is referring to someone who doesn’t daven with a tone of supplication. The second is Rabbi Hoshaya who says that it is referring to someone who davens in a way that it looks like the whole thing is a burden for him.

Shulchan Aruch (98:  ): He poskins like both opinions in the Gemara. As a result a person would have to be careful lechatchila for both of these chiuvim.

Mishnah Brurah: He says that b’dieved this is not meakeiv the t’filah. Nonetheless in Biur Halacha he says that since there are many poskim that say that it is meakeiv we should be very careful in this matter.

Interestingly enough the Biur Halacha says it is questionable whther thisis a law regarding the kavanah of t’filah in which case it can’t be any more meakeiv than kavanah meaning only for the first b’racha we would need to be extras careful or if this is a separate condition in the mitzvah of t’filah in which case we would have to be extra careful for the whole t’filah.

T’filah is In Place of The Korbanos

Iyun T’filah

Davening When Intoxicated (Siman 99)

Gemara (Eiruvin 64a): It is assur for a “shikur” to daven and b’dieved if he did his t’filah is an abomination. It is assur for a “shasui” to drink and b’dieved if he did his t’filah is accepted. The definition of “shikur” is someone who can’t speak in front of a king. The definition of a “shasui” is someone who although he drank alcohol he is still able to speak in front of the king. 

These issurim continue until sobriety. Once a person drinks a reviis walking a mile or sleeping a bit is considered enough of a refresher to allow him to daven. A “shikur” can’t use these eitzos since they will just amplify the effects of the alcohol he will need a long sleep in order to allow him to daven. Riding somewhere will work even for a “shikur”.

Tur/ Sefer Mitzvos Katan: They hold that the issur to daven in these cases is even if the time of t’filah is going to pass they still should not daven and they are considered beshogeg and they are allowed to make it up with a tashlumin.

Ohel Moed: He says that since the issur of  “shasui” is a lighter issur so he can rely on his own subjective test of whether he is sober or not and he doesn’t davka have to do the eitzos in the Gemara.

Mordechai: He says that nowadays our wine is not as strong and therefore the din that its assur to daven lechatchila once drinking a reviis of wine doesn’t apply. There is still a din of “shasui” which means that someone has had enough alcohol to be considered assur to daven but he is still speak in front of the king.

Shulchan Aruch (99:1-3): He brings down the issurim from the Gemara for “shasui” and “shikur” as well as the acceptable ways to sober up. He emphasizes that once a person drinks a reviis of wine it is assur for him to daven since he is in the category of a “shasui”.

He also poskins like the Ohel Moed that says that by “shasui” his own subjective feeling if he is sober and may daven lechatchila.

Rema: He brings down that these issurim apply to Krias Sh’ma as well as Shmonah Esrei. Other B’rachas would be mutar lechatchila to say even for a “shikur”.

He also brings down the Mordechai that says that the issur of drinking a reviis is not applicable today and certainly if he is holding a siddur. 

Mishnah Brurah: He says that although the Gemara mentions a reviis of wine as the beginning of the issur it applies to the equivalent amount of blood alcohol level from other drinks even if that is less than a reviis.

Wine in the middle of a meal does not have the same effect as outside of the meal and therefore the only din that a person has to worry about is being “shasui” or “shikur”.

If a person drank a very small amount of alcohol but is no longer able to speak in front of the king he is considered a “shikur”

The issur lechatchila to daven by a “shasui” doesn’t apply nowadays since anyway we don’t have so much kavanah. A person who is “shikur” even nowadays should not daven even if the zman is going to pass.

Even if a person started drinking after the zman t’filah had already arrived he is still considered a shogeg and may daven a tashlumin unless he started so late towards the end of the zman t’filah that it wasn’t likely that he would have been able to sober up.

The B’rachas of Krias Sh’ma are also included in this issur.

The Rema’s din that Krias Sh’ma (and its b’rachas M.B.) is included in the issur is a machlokes therefore lemaseh even a “shikur” can’t consider himself being patur from Krias Sh’ma and must say it. 

The Rema’s din that for other B’rachas a “shiur” is mutar to say them is also a machlokes and therefore a person should not make other b’rachas lechatchila when he is a “shikur”.

Vocalization of the Words of T’filah

Gemara (B’rachos 31a): We learn from Chana two main halachos regarding the vocalization of the Shmonah Esrei. The first is that her lips were moving that means that like we said before thought is not like speech and therefore a person must move the lips. The second thing we learn from Chana is that her voice was not audible at all in other words she was whispering. This second halacho differs form all other Divrei Kedusha in that here a person seemingly should not hear what he is saying.

Gemara (B’rachos 24b): Someone who says Shmonah Esrei out loud has little faith and is like a false prophet. The Gemara makes one qualification if a person is davening alone and he can’t concentrate he may say thew words out loud. From this Gemara we can infer the opposite of what we said in the previous Gemara here it seems that the only thing a person can’t do is say the Shmonah Esrei loud enough for others to hear but for himself to hear is fine.

Rambam: He says that the halacha is that a person should say the words of Shmonah Esrei loud enough for himself only to hear what the Gemara was saying by Chana was only that she was not saying the Shmonah Esrei out louyd and there is no contradiction.

Tosefta/ Zohar: Based on the Tosefta there are some Rishonim who understand that a person should not vocalize the words of Shmonah Esrei at all just whisper the words and that this itself is what the Gemara was teaching by Chana.

Shulchan Aruch: The Shulchan Aruch poskins like the Rambam.

Mishnah Brurah: The Mishnah Brurah brings out to important lemaseh points. The first is that a person should try to daven so silently that even the person next to him doesn’t hear him. This of course is keeping in mind that he is also trying to say the words loud enough that he can hear them. The Mishnah Brurah brings down that although it is quite difficult to achieve that level of exactingness nonetheless lemaseh a person should try. It is better to be on the quiter side and not let your neighbor hear then on the louder side the reason for this is that the Zohar says that someone who says the Shmonah Esrei out loud at all so that his neighbor hears it then they teare up his t’filah.

The second point that the Mishnah Brurah brings down is that for Pesukei Dezimra the Pri Megadim says that a person should not raise his voice too much since Hashem hears these praises even when whispered. On Shabbos and Yom Tov where the Shatz stands in front of the Shul and leads the Congregation in the Pesukei Dezimra then it is acceptable to say them out loud. It shoud be noted that there is no issur to say them out loud in any event.

(Davening Aloud on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur)

Davening in Other Languages

Mishnah (Sotah 32a): Sh’ma, Shmonah Esrei, and Birkas Hamazon can all be said in any language.

Gemara (ibid 32b-33a): explains the reason is that by by Krias Sh’ma it says the word “Sh’ma” which means in any language that you understand. The reason by Shmonah Esrei is because since it is a plea for mercy it has to be expressed from the depths of a person’s emotion in which case it is obviuous that it can be said in any language that the person is capable of doing that in. Birkas Hamazon can be said in any language because it requires a person to bless Hashem which a person can only do when he feels at ease the language he is speeking.

Tosafos: He asks why the Mishnah didn’t list other things as well for example Hallel, Kiddush, and other B’rachas. He says that the difference is that Krias Sh’ma, Shmonah Esrei, and Birkas Hamazon have to be understood in the language you are saying them in but the other things even if you don’t understnand the language you are saying them in you are still yotzei.

Yerushalmi: The commentaries on the Yerushalmi explain that even by the other things a person has to understand what he is saying.

Bach: The Bach says that it is a mitzvah min hamuvchar to say everything in Hebrew.

Biur Halacha: Lemaseh the Biur Halacha holds that a person has to understand what he is saying in another language in order to be yotzei anything. He also makes another point that even according to Tosafos that Kiddush, Hallel, and other B’rachas can be said in other languages even if you don’t fully understand that language that heter only applies if the language you are saying them in is one of the accepted languages in this place. If you and a few other people can speek this language but it isn’t one of the official languages in this place then noone would allow it.

Mishnah Brurah (62:3 and 101:13 see BH): In the Mishnah Brurah he brings down that in Hebrew a person is always yotzei any of the above-mentioned mitzvas even if he doesn’t understand what he is saying.

Even though meikar hadin we said that as long as you understand the language you are saying then you can say any of the above-mentioned mitzvos lemaseh nowadays there is a problem meikar hadin to say Sh’ma (which is a d’orysa chiuv) in any other language. This is because it is difficult to know the exact meaning in Hebrerw of certain words like “Veshinantam”. Also some other languages don’t have words for the Hebrew words like “Totafos” and “Es”. 

Therefore a person should say the Sh’ma in Hebrew no matter what. If you will ask that to understand peirush hamilim is meakeiv even b’dieved at least by Passuk Rishon the Mishnah Brurah says that it is so uncommon that a Jew won’t understand enough to fulfill the chiuv of understanding the words for the “Passuk Rishon” that it isn’t a strong enough factor to allow it..

In regards to the Shmonah Esrei the Mishnah Brurah brings down the Magen Avraham who says that it is preferable to daven in the language you understand assuming that your intention s to daven with more kavanah. If your intention is to take the easy way out by not learning the Hebrew then it is better to just read the Hebrew even though you don’t understand it. 

