
Imagine you possessed a powerful 
formula that could draw from Heaven 
all you need for the coming year 
— health, sustenance, happiness, 
success, nachas, energy — life itself. 
In fact, every Jew possesses this 
precise formula, for this is the power 
of prayer. 

Chazal teach us: “Tefillah omdim 
b’rumo shel olam”— prayer stands 
at the pinnacle of the Heavens.” It 

provides us with our chance to reach the greatest of heights. It 
is the most powerful vehicle for drawing down the Heavenly 
compassion Klal Yisrael so desperately needs.

The Aseres Yemei Teshuvah, which is called an eis ratzon, a 
time of favor, is when the power of prayer is at its peak, when 
any individual can find Hashem and call upon Him in prayer. As 
the Torah advises: “Seek Hashem when he can be found; call 
upon Him when He is near.” 

Especially at this moment in history, our ability to employ tefillah 
at its peak capacity is a matter of crucial importance. As events 
unfold in Eretz Yisrael and throughout the world, we can powerfully 
influence our nation’s fate each time we turn to Hashem in prayer. 

Aseres Yemei Teshuvah Tefillah Initiative — Kavannah
The thin volume you are now holding is, in reality, an 

opportunity of immense proportions during this critical time of 
year. Within it is a wealth of material that will vastly increase 
your kavannah — eye-opening wisdom and inspiring allegories 
gleaned from Praying With Fire, published by ArtScroll Mesorah 
to help people effectively access prayer’s limitless power. 

Each lesson, to be completed one day at a time during the Aseres 
Yemei Teshuvah, is a small step along an upward path, designed 
to bring your individual prayers, and the prayers of Klal Yisrael, 
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to new depths of emotion and new heights of power. With these 
steps, each individual, and the Jewish nation as a whole, can vastly 
increase their ability to arouse Hashem’s Fatherly compassion as 
we come before Him to plead as individuals for another year of 
life, and as a nation for salvation from our enemies. 

All these blessings are already there, waiting to be released from 
Hashem’s treasure-house into our lives. But they do not automatically 
flow forth. They remain locked in Heaven until we use the key that is 
in our hands – until we pray with the conviction that our prayers have 
the power to change our lives and influence the course of history.

But how does one develop this sincere conviction? To promote 
a deeper understanding of prayer and its limitless power, the V’Ani 
Tefillah Foundation has distributed booklets to 100,000 people 
worldwide as part of its 2nd Annual Aseres Yemei Teshuvah 
Tefillah Initiative to shuls and schools across the globe. By this 
means, we hope that thousands will gain a new appreciation of 
the power of each prayer to stir the Heavens and alter the fabric 
of our daily lives. We have also included a calendar (see center of 
booklet) for you to check off each day’s Shemoneh Esrei in which 
you had kavannah in the 1st blessing-Birchas Avos. This will assist 
you to bolster your efforts to increase kavannah in every tefillah 
you daven. 

But you can do much more, with just a minimal time investment, 
to reinvigorate your power of tefillah at this crucial point in time. 
The Aseres Yemei Teshuvah is the perfect time to decide (b’li 
neder) to dedicate 5-minutes-a-day to learn the sefer Praying 
With Fire. We are confident that as you begin to tap the passion 
and closeness to Hashem that is in every Jewish heart, you will 
see why almost 30,000 people have already completed all of 
this book’s 89 daily 5-minute-lessons.

With best wishes for a Kesiva V’Chasima Tova, 
V’ANI TEFILLAH FOUNDATION 



{

We are proud to support such an important initiative 
& the V’Ani Tefillah Foundation

“Gift someone anywhere a Sweet new year” with

Flowers, chocolates, Judaica and many gifts for any occasion. 
Delivered same day to many kehillas worldwide.

www.simchagifts.com
1-888-744-3874

�

Revival Home Health Care Inc.
Your choice for home healthcare services for the 

observant Jewish community.
For service please call (718) 629-1000

�

Lowenthal & Kofman, P.C.
Attorneys-at-Law

Flatbush Financial Center, 2001 Flatbush Avenue
Brooklyn, N.Y. 11234

(718) 758-2200 

�

We gratefully acknowledge 
our sponsors for helping to make the 
publication of this booklet possible.

Johannesburg, South Africa
+27 11 907 7882



Dedications

{

‘hj,a kyhd r,xt ,c ksbhhrc vatk vnka vtuprk ,ufzk 

�

 k“z xbrp rfah r“c ctz ovrct crv b“gk
Dedicated by Ari S. Parnes & Family

�

k“z rgdmgn van 'r ic k-tuna 'r j“vrv b“gk
Dedicated by Jacob I. & Chanie Friedman

�

 k“z ivte ehzhht ejmh ;xuh r“c ojbn crv b“gk
u“xa, ct ojbn z“f ‘pb

�

v“g ohhj ‘r ,c kehr tsktd b“gk
Dedicated by Esty & Avi Goldstein

�

k“z Kallus tdra ic hfsrn ktuna b“gk
v“g hcm ktrah ,c gabv b“gk

Dedicated by Mike’s Dinettes — Brooklyn N.Y.



HARAV MATTISYAHU SALOMON

Mashgiach, Bais Medrash Govoha 
HARAV SHMUEL KAMENETSKY

Rosh Yeshiva, Philadelphia Yeshiva

V’ANI TEFILLAH
F O U N D A T I O N

1616 East 29th St. Brooklyn NY 11229 • (718) 258-2210 • Fax: (718) 252-3646
E-mail: vanitefillah@yeshivanet.com (E-mail only)

Rabbinical Advisory Board

Mission Statement
The mission of the V’Ani 

Tefillah Foundation is to

increase awareness

of the importance and power

of tefillah and to provide 

education, inspiration, and

tools for more sincere, 

powerful, and effective tefillah.

praying with fire Booklet.3  9/20/05  2:07 PM  Page 8



V’Ani Tefillah Foundation’s
Accomplishments

In the first year since its inception, The V’Ani Tefillah 
Foundation has successfully begun to spread the word on 
the enormous power of prayer. 

� The Publication of Praying With Fire ~
A 5-Minute Lesson-A-Day

Join the almost 30,000 individuals who have 
already completed this simple and easy 89 day 
learning program which has had a powerful ef-
fect on the quality of their tefillah and ultimately 
in their relationship with Hashem. Praying With 
Fire will become your indispensable compan-

ion enabling you to tap into the enormous power of prayer.

� School Program~Praying With Fire 
Many high schools and seminaries across the globe success-
fully completed the simple and easy 89 day learning pro-
gram which enabled thousands of students to fully develop 
their relationship with Hashem.

For more information or to register your school please 
call 718-710-3034 or email vanitefillah@yeshivanet.com

� Shul Program~Praying With Fire 
Many shuls have adopted this amazing power packed learn-
ing program which has helped to bring out each individual’s 
potential towards profound tefillah.

For more information or to register your Shul please call 718-
710-3034 or email vanitefillah@yeshivanet.com



� Annual Aseres Yemei Teshuvah Initiative
The Aseres Yemei Teshuvah is a precious time of year 
when any individual can find Hashem and call upon 
Him in prayer. The V’Ani Tefillah Foundation distribut-
ed booklets worldwide enabling anyone to strength-
en their davening on each of these critical days.

� Shliach Tzibbur Guide
The position of Shliach Tzibbur (communal 
prayer leader) is a very exalted one as it is a 
great zechus to represent the congregation 
in front of the Ribbono Shel Olam. It is also 
one of great responsibility. This poster, to be 
distributed to hundreds of shuls and schools, 

provides a number of important halachic pointers to guide 
the Shliach Tzibbur in properly discharging his duties.

Future Initiatives
The V’Ani Tefillah Foundation will BE”H implement ad-

ditional initiatives around the globe, adapting them to vari-
ous communities and languages as necessary. A partial list 
follows:

� Daily Tefillah Inspiration Phone Line
A specially dedicated phone message by popular Magidei 
Shiur providing daily inspirational messages on prayer. We 
plan to BE”H have the following menu options available 
for daily five-minute messages on the Siddur; hashkafah, 
halachah, insights into Tehillim, just to name a few.

K
leinm

an

The V’Ani Tefillah Foundation
presents

The 2nd Annual Aseres Yemei Teshuvah Tefillah Initiative

ArtScroll Series®

This booklet features –10 Days of Practical Strategies 
To Achieve True Kavannah—as a supplement to the 

standard 5-minute-a-day study program

New kavannah New kavannah 

program for program for 
this yearthis year

© 2006 ArtScroll/Mesorah Publications, Ltd. All rights reserved.

This volume includes Torah content and should be treated accordingly.

PLEASE 
TAKE ONE

BOOKLETCOVER-PB.2006.indd 2-3 9/1/06 11:33:19 AM



� Tefillah Newsletter
The newsletter will BE”H provide biweekly information 
about prayer including inspiring stories, relevant halachah 
and hashkafah, an ‘Ask the Rabbi’ column, and interesting 
and relevant questions and issues posed to our readers. The 
newsletter indeed will enable the public to “get connected” 
to prayer.

� Audio Visual Material
The V’Ani Tefillah Foundation, BE”H has already begun to 
produce several audio and audio-visual products on the 
various segments of our daily prayers and Tehillim.

� Praying With Fire - II
This new sefer will BE”H elucidate on the depth and magni-
tude of our relationship with Hashem, on our daily tefillah 
as formulated by the Anshei Knesses HaGedolah (Men of 
the Great Assembly), on praying for material , health and 
spiritual matters, and to enable us to appreciate the power 
of our personal prayers.

To sponsor any initiative please call 718-710-3034 
or email vanitefillah@yeshivanet.com

 



How You Can Assist The V’Ani Tefillah
Foundation Complete Its Mission

You can assist the V’Ani Tefillah Foundation in its vital
mission to help all Jews effectively utilize the enormous
power of their prayer by the following:

��Dedicate a day of learning in future editions of the
book, Praying With Fire, as a zechus (merit) in memory or

�� Register your name with the V’Ani Tefillah
Foundation to receive further information about future
exciting programs to strengthen your power of prayer.

�� Make a tax-deductible donation to the V’Ani
Tefillah Foundation to support our ongoing initiatives.

For more information about how you can help,
or to make a tax-deductible donation 

I want to have a part in igniting the
power of the prayers of Klal Yisrael!Yes!

Please make your tax-deductible check payable to:

The V’Ani Tefillah Foundation,

1616 East 29th St. Brooklyn, NY  11229

Dear V’Ani
Tefillah,

Please use my

donation to

spread the word

about how each

of us can have

greater access

to Hashem

through prayer.

This donation is q a zechus for   q in memory of
________________________________________________

q $180    q $100    q $54    q $36   $18
Name ____________________________________________

Address ___________________________________________

City/State/Zip ______________________________________

Phone ____________________________________________

V’ANI TEFILLAH
F O U N D A T I O N

q

please call (718) 258-2210
or (718) 710-3034

{

honor of a parent or relative, or as a merit for your family.
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KAVANNAH: 
THE SOUL OF PRAYER 

Kavannah, intent of the heart, has been called the neshamah, 
the soul and spirit of prayer (Chovos HaLevovos, Sha’ar 
Cheshbon HaNefesh, 3:9). Without it, prayer is considered 

merely a guf, the lifeless body of tefillah. 

Like a diamond, a prayer’s value is far more dependent on its 
internal purity than its mass. The small, flawless diamond is 
worth far more than the larger, imperfect one. Its purity not 
only defines its value, but it also expresses the purity of devo-
tion with which it is being tendered.

The words of Tehillim (145:18) hold out the promise of a true, 
deep connection to Hashem for those who pray with their hearts: 
Hashem is close to all who call upon Him, to all who call upon Him 
sincerely. The Radak says this verse refers to those whose prayers are 
a unified harmony of mind, heart and words. Fueled by kavannah, 
these are the prayers with the power to reach their destination. 

Just as an arrow’s power and distance depends on the pres-
sure exerted by the archer on the bow, the effectiveness of 
prayer depends on the power of the supplicant’s thought be-
hind his prayers. 

The word lev, heart, in all its variations, appears in the Torah 
a total of 113 times; this is also the total number of words found 
in the final sentences of all the berachos of Shemoneh Esrei (e.g. 
“Baruch Atah Hashem Magen Avraham” is five words). From this 
connection, we learn that the concentration of our lev, (kavannah) 
is what draws into our lives the many aspects of Hashem’s good-
ness expressed by the berachos of Shemoneh Esrei (Baal HaTurim, 
Shemos, 40:21). 
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So great is the power of Kavannah that it can be the difference 
between life and death.

Two patients lie in their beds suffering from the same ravag-
ing disease. The first patient recovers, rises from his bed and 
resumes a healthy, vigorous life, while the other grows weaker 
each day. 

The Gemara (Rosh Hashanah 18a) asks, “Why was one pa-
tient cured while the other was not? The Gemara answers that 
the patient who was cured prayed a ‘complete prayer’ and 
was answered, while the patient who was not cured did not 
pray a ‘complete prayer’ and was not answered. 

Rashi (Ibid) defines a “complete prayer,” as one prayed with ka-
vannah. Thus, the one who was answered and lived — prayed 
with kavannah. 

Kavannah in Shemoneh Esrei
How a person approaches someone is an immediate indicator 

of their relationship. In approaching Hashem in Shemoneh Esrei, 
the kavannah can make or break the effectiveness of the entire 
tefillah. Either it tells Hashem that He is our King and we are stand-
ing humbly before Him, or it tells Him that we have no awareness 
of the gravity of the occasion.

There are two forms of kavannah necessary in Shemoneh Es-
rei. The first kavannah (Rambam, Hilchos Tefillah, 4:1), obligates 
a person to view himself as standing before the Master of the 
Universe. This kavannah is required during the entire Shemoneh 
Esrei, and is based on the Gemara (Sanhedrin 22a): “One who 
prays must view himself as if Hashem’s Divine Presence is op-
posite him as it says, Place Hashem before you always.” Thus, 
one’s thoughts and intentions when reciting Shemoneh Esrei 
must reflect a steadfast awareness that one is directly beseech-
ing Hashem. (Note: There is disagreement among halachic au-
thorities as to whether a lack of this kavannah would invalidate 
the tefillah.) 
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The other essential kavannah involves the peirush ha’milim, un-
derstanding the meaning of the words, which is required, at a mini-
mum, during the first berachah of Shemoneh Esrei. According to 
the Shulchan Aruch (Siman 98, Se’if 1), “One who prays must con-
centrate in his heart regarding the explanation of the words (that 
come) from one’s mouth.” However, “…if one cannot concentrate 
(on the meaning of the words) in all the berachos, at a minimum 
(he must have proper kavannah) during (the first berachah called) 
Avos.” See Praying With Fire, Day 28 – 30 for a word by word 
explanation of the first berachah of Shemoneh Esrei.

By praying with kavannah each of us has the opportunity to 
feel the overwhelming reality of standing before a King of infinite 
majesty. The Gemara (Berachos 28b) promises that by fulfilling our 
role as Hashem’s reverent subjects in this world, we earn a place 
as the King’s beloved servants in the World to Come. 

Unlocking the Gates 
“From the day the (Second) Beis HaMikdash was destroyed, the 

Gates of Prayer are locked,” says the Gemara (Berachos 32b) The 
Satmar Rebbe posed two questions: First, why do we pray if the 
gates of prayer are locked? Furthermore, Chazal tell us that our 
prayers rise to “the pinnacle of the heavens.” What purpose do 
they serve there if they cannot pass through the gates? 

The Satmar Rebbe returns to the Gemara (Ibid), to offer a beauti-
ful answer: “Even though the gates of prayer are locked, the gates 
of dim’ah, tears, are not locked.” A person’s tefillos, standing at the 
“pinnacle of the heavens,” cannot penetrate the locked Gates of 
Prayer until he weeps with emotion during prayer. At that moment, 
the Gates of Tears open. All the tefillos standing in wait, including 
those previously said without tears, can then be swept through to 
the Throne of Hakadosh Baruch Hu. 

This inspiring thought has one drawback: It is highly unlikely 
that the average person would be able to command this intensity 
of emotion in the absence of any real emotional upheaval. How 
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then, does this concept equip us on a practical level to open Heav-
en’s gates to our daily prayers? 

Rav Yonasan Eibeshutz (Yaaros Devash, Volume 2, Drash 11) of-
fers an astounding insight that resolves the problem. The numerical 
equivalent of the word b’chi, crying (which can be substituted for 
dim’ah, tears) is 32, the same as the word lev, heart. This teaches 
that the tefillos of the one who prays with kavannah, enter Heaven 
through the ever-open Gates. 

Kavannah transforms our daily prayers into heartfelt supplica-
tions able to reach the Throne of HaKadosh Baruch Hu. It not only 
propels our present tefillos, but reaches back in time to “repack-
age” the distracted, rushed and mumbled prayers of our past and 
send them Heavenward with renewed power. 

For additional inspiration on kavannah see Praying With Fire, 
Chapter 3, Gaining a Proper Understanding of Kavannah (Days 
20-25); Chapter 4, Kavannah in Shemoneh Esrei; The Pinnacle of 
Prayer (Days 26-32); and Chapter 6, Thirteen Pracical Strategies 
to Achieve True Kavannah (Days 46-69).
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10 DAYS OF PRACTICAL STRATEGIES 
TO ACHIEVE TRUE KAVANNAH

The Next Step 

Between knowing and feeling lies an ocean. Anyone who 
has given even a little thought to the concept of prayer 
knows that it is a conversation with the Almighty. Anyone 

who has pondered the concept of the Almighty knows that He is a 
King before Whom a person must stand in utter awe. Nonetheless, 
even with that knowledge, many people are perfectly capable of 
speaking the sacred words of tefillah, specifically the Shemoneh 
Esrei without feeling a thing. We become expert at the mind-bog-
gling feat of mouthing prayers while thinking about anything from 
the dinner menu to the weather. 

Nevertheless, the requirement for kavannah still stands; a key 
axiom of the Torah says that Hashem does not demand the impos-
sible, and therefore, kavannah must be within our reach. Accord-
ing to Rav Yehudah HaChassid (Sefer Chasidim, Siman 784) there 
is no single magic formula; each person must implement the ideas 
that attract him, based on his desires and abilities. 

Spiritual growth can be compared to ascending a mountain 
in a wagon. As long as there is forward movement — even if 
progress is marked by spurts and stops — the wagon is still con-
sidered to be advancing. However, if the wagon stops straining 
forward, it will not stand still; it will slide back down the slope. 

Kavannah provides the life-force of tefillah, and one must strive 
to understand how to activate this “vital organ” of our souls. The 
following 10 strategies, to be completed one day at a time dur-
ing the Aseres Yemei Teshuvah, is a small step along an upward 
path, designed to bring your individual prayers, and the prayers of 
the Jewish nation as a whole, to new depths of emotion and new 
heights of power.
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T he mind is never still. Either it focuses on the sounds 
and words spoken around a person, or on the words 
he himself is speaking, or on the thoughts running 

through his head. Even in one’s sleep, his mind is still busy 
producing words and images. 

The first imperative for building concentration in prayer is 
get the chatter, both internal and external, to stop.

If a person begins praying immediately upon entering the syn-
agogue, his mind is often preoccupied by other thoughts. He is 
not settled, and consequently, he will be unable to concentrate 
properly and focus on his prayers. 

It is not uncommon to “catch up on the news” by listening to 
the radio in the car. However, if a person does this on the way 
to shul, he may hear the news replaying in his head as he tries 
to pray. Perhaps the stock market dropped, or a political scan-
dal has unfolded or — to his deepest chagrin — his favorite 
team lost a big game. It is nearly impossible to digest such infor-
mation, and then, minutes later, speak directly to Hashem.

For this reason Dayan Dunner of London advised his con-
gregation several years ago not to listen to the radio on the 

QUIETING 
THE MIND
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TISHREI 
TISHREI 

ROSH HASHANA

ROSH HASHANA

Today’s learning is dedicated:
k“z ihsutr kchk ic kchhp b“gk

s“xa, iuaj-rn ‘v rypb

v“g ihsutr cegh ovrct ,c kjr b“gk
v“xa, ct ojbn s“f vrypb

Dedicated by the Rodin Family
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way to shul. With this simple, practical rec-
ommendation, he offered a prime example of 
something anyone can do toward removing 
the distractions that interfere with avannah.

The Shulchan Aruch (Siman 90, Se’if 20) recog-
nizes the need for a person to reorient himself before 
praying. It rules that one should not hurry to pray 
immediately upon entering [the beis haknesses]; 
rather, “One should enter the Synagogue to the ex-
tent of two entrances and after that he may pray.” 
As the Mishnah Berurah (Siman 90, Se’if Katan 62) 
explains, the purpose of this halachah is to allow one 
to be settled and calm, and ready to pray with ka-
vannah, “For when one begins to pray precipitously, 
immediately on entering, he is not yet composed.”

The Rambam also advises (Hilchos Tefillah 4:16), 
“How does one concentrate and what constitutes 
proper intentions? One should divert and empty his 
heart from all (foreign) thoughts and view himself 
as if standing in front of the Shechinah. Therefore, 
one must settle in a little before the tefillah in order 
to concentrate his heart...”

This is an investment of just a few minutes, but 
they are minutes that establish the success of 
the entire venture. Like a diver who takes a few 
deep breaths before he goes under water, one 
who pauses before immersing himself in tefil-
lah will have what he needs to make the rest of 
the effort worthwhile.

For additional inspiration, see 
Praying With Fire, Day 48

See center of booklet for kavannah calendar.

Points
to
Ponder

4 Pausing to 
reorient 
oneself and 
clear one’s 
head helps 
a person 
to embark 
upon tefil-
lah with 
concentra-
tion.

4 Distractions 
prior to 
praying 
should be 
avoided.
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Rachel’s future in-laws were coming to visit her parents’ 
home. Rachel looked around the house and decided 
it was a complete embarrassment. “The curtains are 

dusty. The kitchen cabinets have fingerprints on them. There 
are piles of papers on every table and shelf. This is a disaster!”

Rachel dusted, polished, organized, and bought a huge 
bouquet of fresh flowers for the fireplace mantel. Her mother 
baked a wonderful variety of cakes, and her father purchased 
a bottle of fine schnapps. Meanwhile, Rachel’s younger broth-
er looked on in bewilderment. “You know, they’re going to 
find out sooner or later that our house doesn’t always look like 
this. I’ll bet their house doesn’t look like this either.” 

“No matter,” his mother replied. “When you prepare for 
people, you make them feel important. How would they feel 
if they walked in and everything was flying? Like we didn’t 
even care enough to make a good impression.”

Preparing to pray not only shows Hashem that one values the 
opportunity to speak to Him; it instills in oneself a sense of the 
importance of the occasion. It helps a person internalize what he 
knows to be true — that this is an opportunity not to be wasted.

Pausing to empty one’s mind of foreign thoughts is the vital first 
step in preparing to pray. There is a second step as well, and that 
is to refill the mind with thoughts that arouse a person’s longing 
to connect to Hashem. The Rambam (Hilchos Tefillah, 4:16) says 

TAKE TIME 
TO PREPARE

2 2 

TISHREI 
TISHREI 

ROSH HASHANA

ROSH HASHANA

Today’s learning is dedicated:
,hsuvh ,c r,xt khj ,at vatv sucfk

For her sincerity of heart, her purity, and her tzinius. 
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pausing before praying provides an opportunity to 
focus on the idea that one is about to stand in front 
of Hashem. Apparently, the Rambam is informing us 
of a halachah that a person must prepare properly in 
order to have kavannah. 

The spirit of this halachah would therefore be vio-
lated by arriving late for Shacharis, or by arriving at 
the last minute to “catch a Minchah or Maariv”. A late 
arrival simply rules out a properly prepared tefillah. 

In 2001, several rabbis from the New York 
metropolitan area were granted a meeting 
with President George W. Bush. One rabbi 
later described the great amount of careful 
thought that went into preparing meaningful 
remarks that could be conveyed to the Presi-
dent in the few moments they had. Would 
only a fraction of that preparation go into 
coming before Hashem, one could not even 
imagine the massive increase in the power of 
the words of tefillah.

If a person wishes to enhance his preparation in 
order to improve upon his kavannah, there are tech-
niques he can develop. He might find it helpful to 
summon certain thoughts, words and images. 

Rav Elimelech of Lizhensk would say the fol-
lowing words before entering the synagogue 
to pray: “Know where you are entering; what 
you will do there; Who is in this house; Whose 
house it is; and Who empowered you to enter 
this house.”

Even in the midst of prayer, preparation is neces-
sary. For each of the berachos in Shemoneh Esrei, 
a person should pause before Baruch Atah Hash-
em (at the end of the berachah) and think into the 
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blessing he is about to recite. For example, before 
ending the berachah of ‘binah’, understanding, one 
should reflect on the fact that Hashem is a ‘chonein 
hada’as’, gracious Giver of knowledge. 

The Chofetz Chaim wrote that he personally 
used the following method of preparation: 
“Zimein li HaKadosh Baruch Hu k’tzas eitzah 
she’yesader beda’ato heiteiv techilah mah led-
aber” — Hashem granted me a little advice 
that in the beginning [of each berachah] one 
should arrange well in his mind what he is 
about to say.” 

In his will, Rav Naftali Amsterdam left several 
suggestions for preparing to recite Shemoneh 
Esrei: One method is to think about the se-
quence of the berachos. Another is to stop pe-
riodically at appropriate points to focus on the 
fact that one is standing before Hashem, Who 
can grant any request. He suggested Atah Cho-
nein (fourth berachah), Teka B’Shofar (tenth 
berachah) and Retzai (seventeenth berachah) 
as berachos particularly suited to this thought. 

It is true that preparation takes time — even if 
it is just a few minutes. This small investment of 
time, however, is crucial in insuring that the rest of 
the time spent on tefillah is not undermined by a 
rushed, inattentive approach. By taking the time to 
prepare, we not only change our state of mind, we 
change our state of heart. From there, our true ka-
vannah — our soul’s deep desire to feel connected 
to Hashem — can freely flow.

For additional inspiration, see 
Praying With Fire, Days 49 and 50.

See center of booklet for kavannah calendar.

4 A person 
who 
prepares 
for tefillah 
becomes 
attuned 
to its 
importance, 
which 
enhances his 
kavannah. 

4 Preparing 
to pray 
includes 
directing 
one’s mind 
to thoughts 
that enhance 
kavannah.

4 One should 
take time 
before pray-
ing to focus 
on what he 
is trying to 
accomplish, 
before Whom 
he is stand-
ing and 
where he is 
standing. 

Points
to
Ponder
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FEELING 
THE NEED

3 3 

TISHREI 
TISHREI 

A young boy was straying from the path of Torah. His 
parents’ terrible distress transformed their Shemoneh 
Esrei into a daily, tear-soaked plea to their Father in 

Heaven. Previously, the words “Who resurrects the dead” car-
ried no relevant meaning. Now their heart cried out that their 
wayward child’s soul be revived. When they prayed for wisdom, 
they desperately begged Hashem to show them which way to 
turn, what to say. When they prayed for salvation, they pleaded 
that every Jewish parent be spared such anguish. When they 
said “grant peace,” they said it with a longing for peace in their 
home, in their son’s heart and their own. Suddenly, this age old 
liturgy had become their own fervent prayer. 

 Need is one of prayer’s most potent fuels. A person with no 
needs is crippled in his efforts to connect to Hashem. As explained 
in Praying With Fire Day 16, Filled With Dust, Hashem cursed 
the serpent more than all the animals and beasts of the field — 
and you shall eat dust all your life — for convincing Chava to eat 
the forbidden fruit (see Bereishis, 3:14). The Rebbe, Rav Bunim of 
P’shische points out that this curse was particularly severe because 
the serpent, supplied with a constant food source, no longer need-

Today’s learning is dedicated:
L”zecher nishmas Menachem David ben Kolonimus Katzenstein z”l

Niftar 11 Tamuz, 5766.
L”zecher nishmas Miriam bas Yechiel Michel HaKohen Katzenstein a”h

Niftarah 16 Av, 5764.
Dedicated by Andrea Yochanan and Elisha Abitbol Family
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 ed to connect with and beseech Hashem. 
In contrast, the curse of man (the need to earn 

a livelihood) and woman (the pain of childbirth) 
was not as severe, because these struggles cause 
a person to seek Hashem and to come before him 
in prayer. 

The Gemara (Yevamos 64a) states that our Pa-
triarchs were infertile because Hashem desires 
the prayers of the righteous. Rav Dessler explains 
that their difficulties were ultimately for their ben-
efit, since their inability to have children inspired 
them to reach more deeply into the depths of 
their souls to cry out to Hashem.

 The Shelah Hakadosh teaches that when a per-
son strongly feels a need — especially when he fac-
es immediate danger — prayer becomes more rel-
evant and filled with kavannah. On the other hand, 
a person who does not feel any need will find it 
difficult to pray with kavannah because he has no 
internal drive to reach out to Hashem. 

The motivating power of real need becomes clear 
when one contrasts the usual mode of daily prayer 
with the emotion that is aroused on Yom Kippur, or 
when there is a crisis in Israel, or when a loved one 
is sick. The piercing sensation of need spurs us to 
pray with greater kavannah, expressing our heartfelt 
hope and belief in Hashem’s powers.

The Mishnah (Taanis 16a) tells us that when a fast 
day is proclaimed to pray for rain, “they send down to 
lead the prayers an elder, well-versed in prayer, who 
has children, and whose house is empty of food, so 
that his heart should be completely devoted to his 
prayer.” Rabbeinu Nissim (Raan, Taanis 16b) explains 
that because the elder is afflicted by his family’s des-
perate need, he will pray with greater intensity. 
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The disciples of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai asked 
him why the manna did not fall just once a year 
for the Jews in the desert, in the same way that 
rain falls in a single season to make the crops 
grow. He answered with a parable: 

The king’s only son, whom he loved dear-
ly, visited his father once yearly to collect his 
allowance. Longing to see his son more fre-
quently, the king decided that henceforth, the 
funds would be distributed on a daily basis. He 
was then able to have the pleasure of his son’s 
company each and every day. (Yoma 76a).

Similarly, Hashem longed for the pleasure of the 
prayers of his chosen people, and so He provided 
just one day’s portion of manna at a time. Klal Yis-
rael was thus motivated to pour out their hearts in 
prayer every morning and evening. 

Need strips away our illusions of self-sufficiency 
and causes us to feel acutely our dependence upon 
Hashem. Through it, the true potential of our prayers 
is revealed to us thereby awakening the “need” to 
pray with intense kavannah. 

The Gemara (Berachos 12b) refers to prayer as 
“compassion.” By calling prayer “compassion,” we 
remind ourselves that need is not just an occasional, 
dramatic occurrence, but rather, the human condition. 
The bottom line is that it is only because of Hashem’s 
steadfast compassion that we have anything at all. 

For additional inspiration, see 
Praying With Fire, Days 52 and 53.

See center of booklet for kavannah calendar.

Points
to
Ponder

4 Hashem 
desires our 
prayers and 
provides 
us with 
motivation 
to reach out 
to Him. 

4 The sense 
of pressing 
need brings 
heartfelt 
passion 
to one’s 
prayers by 
assuring 
that we 
reach out 
and seek a 
connection 
with 
Hashem.

4 Even 
without 
pressing 
problems, 
one can 
fortify 
kavannah by 
recogniz-
ing that 
he needs 
Hashem’s 
compassion 
simply to 
live his 
normal, 
everyday 
life.



THE IMMEASURABLE POWER OF PRAYER / 21

A small child doesn’t know the difference between a 
hundred dollar bill and a scrap of green paper. If he 
were given the currency to hold, he might drop it out 

the window or cut it into pieces; he would never understand 
what he had lost. To value something, you have to know what 
it is and how much it is worth.

As early as the 14th century, the Abudraham recognized that under-
standing the words of prayer is vital to having our prayers answered: 
“…Most of the masses raise their voice in prayer before Hashem but 
are going about it like a blind man in darkness and they do not under-
stand the words they are saying…When I saw that the gates of tefillah
are locked, I decided to write this (his) sefer explaining tefillah…” 

If a person had no sense of taste, what would motivate him to 
bite into a juicy rib steak? What would entice him to tackle a 
messy bowl of spaghetti? Why would he subject his mouth to 
the freezing sensation of ice cream? If people ate for the sake of 
nutrition alone, simply because “it’s good for you,” most people 
would be wasting away. This is born out by research that indi-
cates that many people neglect to take important medication 
because the medicine has no taste. 

UNDERSTANDING 
THE MEANING

4 4 

TISHREI 
TISHREI 

continue on page 24
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In prayer, the “taste” is in the meaning. 
For example, much is added to a person’s reci-

tation of the Baruch She’amar prayer if he has 
knowledge of its meaning and origin. This prayer, 
recited at the beginning of Pesukei D’Zimrah, 
was instituted by the Men of the Great Assembly 
almost 2,400 years ago. The text is based on a 
script that literally dropped down from the Heav-
ens. Knowing the lofty origin of Baruch She’amar, 
one can easily understand why one is required to 
stand when reciting it. 

After the Pesukei D’Zimrah, which speak of the 
glory and wonder of nature, we recite the blessing 
Yotzair Ha’Meoros, Who creates the luminaries. 
We then proceed to proclaim ‘Ahavas Olam’ (or 
‘Ahavah Rabbah’) in which we express our eter-
nal love for Hashem, leading to a proclamation of 
Hashem’s Oneness in Shema. Progressing along 
this path, we build a connection with Hashem that 
culminates in the recitation of Shemoneh Esrei.

Rav Shmuel Auerbach testified about the way 
his father Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach recit-
ed Shemoneh Esrei: “Every tefillah was recited 
with hislahavus, fervor...His prayers were pleas, 
not rote utterances...From beginning to end he 
recited them with kavannah... And he said that 
what counts most is understanding the mean-
ing of the words.” 

Among the closing prayers is ‘Aleinu LeShabei’ach’, 
which, according to the Kolbo (Siman 11 and 16), 
is one of the first prayers ever composed. It was 
established by Yehoshua when he captured Jericho. 
The Chidah comments that after the destruction of 
the Beis HaMikdash, Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai 

continued from page 21
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instituted it as part of our daily prayer to strengthen 
the Jews faith in Hashem at a time when they were 
dishonored and heartbroken. 

The Mateh Moshe says that when one stands 
to recite Aleinu, Hashem also stands with all the 
angels in Heaven and all say, Praiseworthy is the 
people for whom this is so, praiseworthy is the 
people whose G-d is Hashem (Tehilim 144:15). 
This holy prayer, said at the conclusion of prayer, 
serves as protection over all our prayers by declar-
ing our faith in Hashem’s Oneness. 

Rav Sheftel Horowitz, in Vovey Ha’Amudim 
(Amud HaAvodah, Chapter 10) wrote: “When 
I was the head of the beis din (Jewish Court) 
and the yeshivah in Frankfurt, I instituted a great 
establishment whereby groups would gather to 
study all of the tefillos from beginning of the year 
to the end. They learned at least the meaning of 
the words so that their prayers would go up to 
the One Above. Praiseworthy is the one who 
listens to my words and sees to it that the mean-
ings of the tefillos are fluent in his mouth.” 

Of the many means to find inspiration in one’s 
prayers, understanding their meaning is among the 
most easily accomplished in our times. The book 
stores and shuls are filled with beautifully translated 
and annotated prayer books that offer everything 
from simple translation to mystical insight. Taking 
one word at a time, one verse at a time, anyone can 
learn to speak the language of prayer .

For additional inspiration, see 
Praying With Fire, Days 54 and 55.

See center of booklet for kavannah calendar.

Points
to
Ponder

4 Understand-
ing the 
meaning of 
the words of 
prayer is a 
key to 
kavannah.

4 Understand-
ing the 
origins and 
purposes of 
prayers also 
increases 
kavannah.

4 Rav Shlomo 
Zalman 
Auerbach 
said that un-
derstanding 
the meaning 
of the words 
in Shemoneh 
Esrei is of 
utmost 
importance.



26 / PRAYING WITH FIRE

Having driven the roads of his town hundreds of times, 
the man became bored with the road signs. Stop. 
Yield. Left Only. No Passing. He knew what to ex-

pect at each corner. He decided to stop paying attention to 
the signs and just drive according to the dictates of his heart. 
Naturally, he soon caused an accident. “I guess you really do 
have to pay attention each and every time,” he surmised. 

Prayer is no less demanding a skill. To maintain one’s focus, ab-
sorb the meaning of the words and form a live connection to them, 
one has to pay attention each and every time. The road signs in 
this journey are the words of the siddur, and surprisingly, the more 
expert the “driver,” the more careful he is to read the signs.

The Vilna Gaon recommended reciting every word of the 
prayers from a siddur. He finds an interesting allusion to the 
importance of praying from a siddur in Megillas Esther (9:25) 
which states: “Ub’voah lifnai hamelech amar im hasefer yashuv 
machashavtoe.” Literally, When she [Esther] appeared before 
the king [Ahasuerus], he commanded by means of letters that 
[Haman’s] wicked scheme should be overturned. Homiletically, 
the Gaon translates these words as follows: “When one appears 
before the King [Hashem] in prayer, he should recite the words 
from a sefer (siddur), [for in that way] he will cast aside any in-
appropriate thoughts.” 

PRAYING 
FROM A SIDDUR 

5 5 

TISHREI 
TISHREI 

Today’s learning is dedicated:
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Similarly, the Magen Avraham (Orach Chaim, Si-
man 93, Se’if Katan 2) tells us that the Arizal dav-
ened exclusively from a siddur. This practice was 
also exemplified and advised by the Maharal, the 
Chofetz Chaim, and more recently, by Rav Moshe 
Feinstein. In fact, the Chofetz Chaim, stated that us-
ing a siddur was one of the foremost priorities for 
proper tefillah. 

While davening from a siddur, the Alter of 
Kelm once walked to the back of the shul 
to glance into another siddur and then re-
turned to his regular place. When ques-
tioned, he explained: “A word was missing 
from the siddur I was using. Because I al-
ways daven from a siddur, I felt compelled 
to find the missing word and to read it from 
a siddur”. 

The Manchester Rosh Yeshivah, Rabbi Ye-
hudah Zev Segal, who was known for the 
power of his tefillah, was a compassion-
ate messenger for thousands of Jews who, 
throughout his lifetime, asked him to be-
seech Hashem on their behalf. He not only 
prayed from a siddur, but was often seen 
pointing with his finger to each word he ut-
tered, in order to guarantee his exclusive fo-
cus on the meaning. Even the berachos he 
recited were always read from either a sid-
dur or a printed card.

By praying from a siddur, one discovers new 
shades of meaning in the words of the tefillos. In 
addition, seeing the words provides another sen-
sory channel through which the words can pen-
etrate the heart. Simply put, praying from a siddur 
enhances kavannah. 



28 / PRAYING WITH FIRE

When a person looks at the words in a siddur, 
he is literally keeping Hashem’s Name before his 
eyes. That alone can create a noticeable impact on 
the power of his prayer. The Steipler Gaon says that 
praying from a siddur helps a person recite Hash-
em’s Name with kavannah befitting to this momen-
tous utterance, and also enhances concentration in 
the vital first berachah in Shemoneh Esrei. 

So often, using a siddur reveals itself to be the 
tool of the intellectual giant, not the crutch of the 
intellectually weak. The more one understands and 
masters tefillah, the more one demands the con-
stant reinforcement of the siddur.

During the ominous years leading up to 
World War II, one of the key figures in Eu-
rope at that time, Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzen-
ski, wrote down his resolutions for the New 
Year. The following words, written on Erev 
Yom Kippur 5694 (1934), were found among 
his writings: “To concentrate deeply when 
praying or reciting blessings; especially, to re-
cite from a text.” 

Did Rav Chaim Ozer need the siddur to jar 
his memory? Rav Schach, relates the following 
telling incident: Rav Chaim Ozer kept a note-
book listing all the deposits and expenditures 
made for various orphans and widows. Once, 
the ledger was misplaced and could not be 
found. Rav Chaim Ozer’s wife became dis-
traught, worrying about the loss of so much 
information that was vital to so many people. 
When Rav Chaim Ozer heard about the loss, 
he said to his wife, “Don’t worry about it! 
Please bring a new empty notebook.” Within 
several hours he had reconstructed the entire 
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record book, with all its numbers and informa-
tion, all from memory. 

The original book was found a short time 
later, and all the information in it corresponded 
exactly to Rav Chaim Ozer’s reconstructed led-
ger. Rav Schach observed, “One who never 
met Rav Chaim Ozer can have no idea how 
phenomenal his memory was.” 

Rav Schach drew a lesson from this episode: 
“Despite his tremendous memory, Rav Chaim 
Ozer never davened or bentched without look-
ing in a siddur.”

Praying from a siddur is not of minimal impor-
tance since this was what the great Rav Chaim 
Ozer chose to focus on in the face of the grav-
est of circumstances. The world needed the full 
force of prayer then, as it does now; this requires 
not only pronouncing the holy words and under-
standing their meaning, but keeping them before 
one’s eyes.

For additional inspiration, see 
Praying With Fire, Days 56 and 57.

See center of booklet for kavannah calendar.
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4 Torah 
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sharpness 
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memory 
does not 
mitigate his 
need to use 
a siddur.
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A person who prays three times a day says Shemoneh Es-
rei almost 1,100 times a year. This constant repetition 
can breed a mindless recitation that becomes deeply 

ingrained in a person’s habits of prayer. As a result, a person 
might even have difficulty praying with kavannah when plead-
ing for life.

Understanding the tremendous benefits one reaps by praying 
with kavannah, most people want dearly to achieve it. Force of 
habit, however, can create a mighty impediment to that goal. A 
person’s mind naturally clicks into a neutral mode as the familiar 
words rattle off his tongue, and even a plea for his own life man-
ages to transport itself from the siddur page to his mouth, without 
passing through his heart.

These old habits, however, do not have to reign forever. They 
can be overthrown and replaced with new habits of care, at-
tentiveness and emotional involvement in the words of prayer. 
Just as habit can drain a person’s prayer of life, it can be the 
tool that refills it to overflowing—it is in fact a tremendous force 

REVISE 
OLD HABITS
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TISHREI 
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with which every person must reckon whenever 
he sets out to improve himself. 

In the realm of prayer, the first step is for a person 
to recognize the negative impact of habit. Until he 
understands the problem, he cannot attempt to find 
practical solutions. Even with recognition, however, 
he may not be able to see any escape route lead-
ing away from the habits in which he has become 
entrapped. 

One solution is to harness the power of habit 
and use it to serve Hashem. In fact, one prays for 
such a habit every day after the morning blessings: 
“She’targileinu b’sorasecha” — that you accustom 
us to study Your Torah. 

Positive habits, while more difficult to acquire, 
are every bit as powerful as their negative counter-
parts. Setting a goal is the first step. A person can 
then begin taking small steps toward that goal, re-
peating each step until it becomes a new habit. For 
example, a person who wishes to avoid speaking 
lashon hara can begin by purposefully refraining for 
as little as fifteen minutes daily. If he is consistent, 
restraint will gradually become second nature, and 
he can then incrementally expand his new practice 
into a greater portion of his day. The key to success 
lies in tackling the project gradually.

Many have attempted to learn the entire Tal-
mud and have been defeated by the scope of 
the project after a very short while. Rav Meir 
Shapiro, the innovator of learning ‘Daf Yomi’ 
advised that one who aspires to study the en-
tire Talmud (with its voluminous commentar-
ies) and undertakes to learn one folio a day 
and then another the following day and so on, 
will attain his goal. Little could Rav Shapiro 
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have envisioned that 80 years later his seem-
ingly simple idea has taken the Jewish world 
by storm.

Applying this principle to tefillah, a person who 
wishes to overcome difficulties with kavannah 
should cultivate positive habits of prayer gradually. 
The process requires a great deal of patience, but 
the success it generates is immensely rewarding. 

To begin, a person can recite the first berachah 
of Shemoneh Esrei with kavannah, just once a day. 
Once this habit takes root, it will strengthen with 
every passing day. He can then extend his new 
habit to the same berachah during the other two 
daily tefillos. Each new step may be difficult, but 
after repeating it day after day over time, it will be-
come ingrained. Through this gradual progress, a 
person can eventually reach the great goal of saying 
every berachah with kavannah .

Momentum is the element that gives habit its 
strength. Each time a person repeats an action, he 
builds a driving force behind it that moves it for-
ward on its own power. Like a strong wind at a 
sprinter’s back, momentum can propel a person to 
the finish line with far greater speed and ease than 
his own efforts could produce. For both good and 
bad, Chazal teach, ‘hergel na’aseh tevah’ — habit 
becomes second nature. It can be the malady or 
the remedy. We make the choice.

For additional inspiration, see 
Praying With Fire, Days 59 and 60

See center of booklet for kavannah calendar.
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Shemoneh 
Esrei, once a 
day.
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Joy and boredom cannot coexist. If a person is filled with joy 
at the prospect of being received by his Father with open 
arms, he cannot possibly be mumbling distracted praises to 

Him at the same time. 
The Gemara (Berachos 31a) describes the right frame of mind for 

prayer: “One should not rise to pray Shemoneh Esrei, neither from 
sorrow, nor from laziness, nor from laughter, nor from previous 
conversation, nor from levity, nor from idle chatter, rather from the 
joy, simchah, of performing a mitzvah.”

The Iyun Yaakov (Ibid) explains that all these moods — sorrow, 
laziness, laughter, conversation, and levity — cause a person’s 
mind to wander during prayer, resulting in a complete loss of ka-
vannah. According to Rabbi Yehudah HaChasid (Sefer Chasidim, 
Siman 158), a person should refrain from conversation even before 
the start of davening.

As the Gemara explains, a person should enter Shemoneh Esrei 
filled with the “joy of performing a mitzvah.” Tosafos (Berachos, 
Daf 31a) says that the requirement to feel joy explains why the 
order of tefillah starts with the exultant words of Pesukei D’Zimrah 
and Ashrei. The Rema (Siman 93, Se’if 3) concludes: “One should 
rise...to approach to pray with a feeling of happiness, for the injunc-

FIND JOY
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tions of Hashem are just and gladden the heart.” 
The Mesilas Yesharim (Chelkei Ha’Chasidus) ex-

plains that anyone who feels truly privileged to be 
able to pour out his heart in prayer to Hashem will 
naturally experience the desired sense of joy. 

 While standing in a corner praying, people over-
heard the Bendiner Rav, Rav Hersh Henach Levine, 
saying in Yiddish: “Oy, Ribono Shel Olam, ich hob 
Dier azoy lieb,” meaning, “O Master of the Uni-
verse, I love You so very much.” 

Rav Shimshon Dovid Pincus, comments that a 
person untouched by joy as he prays must be lack-
ing in his perception of Who Hashem is. On the 
other hand, a person who truly feels in his heart 
that he is addressing the One Who has the answer 
to all his problems and the desire to fulfill his needs, 
rises to his feet with enthusiasm, joyful at the op-
portunity he has been given. 

How does one understand the joy a person is to 
experience upon approaching Hashem in prayer? 
Imagine:

� A person is stricken with an illness, and all 
the doctors in his small town have given up hope. 
Suddenly, word spreads that a world-renowned 
specialist in this disease has arrived in town for a 
visit. Knowing that someone is there within reach, 
someone who has healed others like him, ignites a 
great surge of optimism within the patient.

� In a last ditch effort to find a livelihood, a per-
son seeks a substantial loan to implement his plans 
to start a business. He believes that if he could pres-
ent his proposal to the bank manager, he could con-
vince him to grant it. Unfortunately, the manager’s 
secretary will not put through his calls. 
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One day, a casual conversation with a stranger 
on the bus leads to an impassioned description of 
his business proposal. Upon reaching his stop, the 
stranger exclaims, “Thank you for speaking to me 
about this! I am the bank manager and I would like 
to finance your plans.” The man feels his heart swell 
with joy, as he marvels at the opportunity he had 
been handed to bring his case before the one per-
son who could help him.

When a person recites Shemoneh Esrei, he must 
realize that he is praying to the One and only One 
Who can, and will, help him. If he consciously con-
nects to that truth, he will be overwhelmed with joy 
at having been handed the longed-for opportunity 
to express his needs to the One Who can answer 
them. In the words of Rav Pincus:

“So it is, when a person speaks to his Creator, and 
mentions His Name, if he only would think for a 
moment about the meaning of Hashem’s Name, at 
that moment an enormous happiness would shine 
inside...Specifically, the One he ‘meets’ in shul in the 
Shemoneh Esrei prayer, the One to Whom he is now 
speaking, He has the ability to help the person who 
is about to daven Shemoneh Esrei. And He (Hashem) 
assists all who sincerely ask Him for help.”

Our quest is to see Hashem’s Presence, hear His 
message and feel His loving guidance in every as-
pect of our lives. When we develop this perspec-
tive, we infuse ourselves, our lives and our prayers 
with the indispensable ingredient of joy.

For additional inspiration, see 
Praying With Fire, Days 61 and 62. 

See center of booklet for kavannah calendar.
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It’s a day before the boy’s thirteenth birthday. His father 
comes home bearing a package. Finally! They came! His 
tefillin were completed. He opened the package and 

reverently removed the smooth, polished leather boxes from 
their case. The next morning, with his father by his side, he 
carefully donned his new tefillin, feeling as if he were already 
standing upon a whole new, higher rung of spiritual life. He 
knew this tefillah had to be different. He wasn’t a little boy 
any more. Now it was ‘for real’.

It was, of course, equally real two years later. However, 
the inspiration emanating from those sacred boxes had long 
ceased to move him. He could put the tefillin on as mechani-
cally as he would don his socks. The newness was gone, and 
with it went the tefillin’s power to move him. 

Newness has a unique power to excite one’s heart, and that 
excitement provides the power for higher levels of achievement. In 
fact, Rav Dessler explains: “The root of enjoyment by mankind is 
built on newness and change.... The greater the change or newness 
the greater is one’s satisfaction and pleasure.”

The Gemara (Yoma 29a) reveals this concept through a statement 
that seems to contradict common sense. It states that to relearn 

A SPIRIT 
OF EXCITEMENT
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Today’s learning is dedicated:
h“b sus ouka ,c v“g vbhs jra b“gk

In memory of our beloved Seri 
 who taught us by example how to seek ohna hnjr 

and connect with the okug truc through vkhp,
and carried so many to higher levels of oav ,sucg. 

The Rosenblum, Friedman, Ellman and Kleinman families



THE IMMEASURABLE POWER OF PRAYER / 37THE IMMEASURABLE POWER OF PRAYER / 37

something that has already been studied and forgot-
ten is more difficult than to learn something new. 

The Chochmah U’Mussar (Volume 2, Ma’amar 
219) poses the obvious question: Should it not be 
easier to relearn familiar material than to tackle 
something completely new? The answer offers in-
sight into human nature. A person naturally experi-
ences a sense of excitement when striving to com-
prehend a new lesson or skill, and therefore, he 
does not need to expend great effort. Relearning old 
lessons, on the other hand, is devoid of the thrill of 
newness. It is an act of pure self-discipline and will, 
which require tremendous effort. 

Even miracles can seem routine. The Midrash (De-
varim Rabbah, 1:11) notes that Avraham Avinu was 
not told that his descendants would miraculously 
subsist on manna in the desert. Had Avraham been 
given this information, it would have been passed 
down through the generations and been known by 
the Jews who were redeemed from Egypt. When 
it finally came to fruition, it would have failed to 
impress them. “We already knew about the manna 
while in Egypt by the table of Pharaoh,” they would 
have said. Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz explains that the 
lesson in this Midrash is that even an open miracle 
loses its impact if it is not perceived as something 
new and unanticipated. 

Because of the innate desire for newness, prayers 
that one recites regularly are prone to losing their 
vitality. To the extent that a person can preceive his 
daily prayers — each day anew —he can inject the 
spirit of freshness into his prayers. Otherwise, he be-
comes like the boy in the opening story, listlessly 
regarding a precious gift that has been given to him 
with love — a gift that truly is the best thing he has.



38 / PRAYING WITH FIRE

How can one counteract the powerful tendency 
to become overly accustomed to words that are 
repeated three times a day, every day? How can 
verses and phrases this familiar take on the quality 
of newness in a person’s eyes? 

To reinforce this sense of newness, a person can 
make some occasional, practical changes. Rav Shm-
uel Kamenetsky suggests that one change his sid-
dur every once in a while to feel a freshness when 
praying. The Mekor Chayim (90:4) comments that 
while it is better to pray from a siddur … once in a 
while the best way is to pray by heart because the 
habit of using a siddur will eventually cause a per-
son’s kavannah to lessen. Rav Yeruchem Levovitz, 
the Mirrer Mashgiach, suggested to his students 
that they consider changing their regular place for 
prayer in order to regenerate enthusiasm. 

The most basic change, however, is an internal 
one. That is to bring to mind every time we pray 
that we are asking Hashem for compassion; liter-
ally praying for our lives. If we would take this 
fact to heart and truly believe it, then every new 
day of life would give rise to a fresh, impassioned, 
new day of prayer. 

Rabbeinu Yonah explains the Mishnah (Avos, 
2:13) that “Every person must plead for his life be-
cause there is no person who does not sin.” Even 
though things may be fine today, this does not prove 
that all will be well tomorrow. 

Rav Matisyahu Salomon explains Rabbeinu Yo-
nah as follows: “We are all living on credit. Our 
Creditor can call in the loan at any time and force us 
into bankruptcy in a moment, not only in business 
but in everything else as well, Heaven forbid. We 
have no choice but to beg Him for an extension. 
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Points
to
Ponder

4 The element 
of newness 
stirs 
excitement 
in the 
human 
heart.

4 The 
enthusiasm 
that 
newness 
generates 
gives us 
power to 
achieve.

4 Changing 
the way one 
prays, either 
by moving to 
a new place 
or by some 
other means, 
can invoke 
a sense of 
newness.

4 Focusing on 
the life-and-
death nature 
of prayer 
assures 
freshness 
in one’s 
tefillah. 

“If we would realize this, that we are not living 
by our own account but on credit G-d has ex-
tended to us, we would not be complacent when 
we pray. We would grasp that we are in a crisis 
situation....If we understand this, we would pray 
like beggars standing at the door.”

For additional inspiration, see 
Praying With Fire, Days 63 and 64.

See center of booklet for kavannah calendar.
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A person who needs a job doesn’t pray for his livelihood in 
a distracted manner. His heart aches with need. His mind 
focuses sharply on the words he speaks. His prayer is satu-

rated with sincere emotion. Personal needs move one’s prayers 
from the abstract to the concrete, providing a powerful connection 
to the person’s innermost self.

The blessings of the Shemoneh Esrei relate to every area of hu-
man aspiration, both material and spiritual. Each blessing offers an 
opportunity to present one’s personal requests to Hashem. Rabbi 
Yehudah Ha’Chasid (Sefer Chasidim, Siman 158), states, “When 
you pray, add to each berachah which is relevant that which per-
tains to it for your needs, because that will prepare the heart to 
pray with proper concentration.”

There are places in Shemoneh Esrei in which one may insert per-
sonal requests: in each of the middle blessings, in the berachah of 
Shema Koleinu or in Elokai Netzor. See ‘Praying With Fire’, Days 
65-66 for the specific halachos regarding how to add these per-

L’zechus L’refuah Shelaima for Daniel Dov HaLevi ben Rashke
Dedicated by Moshe and Devora Smith

zun, s"f 'pb - k"z xjbp iugna crv ic sus hcm b"gk
 rst s"h 'pb - k"z ovrct ic ohxhb b"gk

yca c"f 'pb - h"b ;xuh van ,c kjr vh,c b"gk
ixhb 'v 'pb - k"z ejmh ic sus ohhj skhv b"gk

'c rst t"f 'pb - v"g ejmh ,c ohrn b"gk
 k"z cegh crv ic ohxhb crv b"gk

k"z ohxhb ic cegh crv b"gk
Dedicated by Abe and Tamar Rosenthal & Moshe and Venezia Zakheim
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Points
to
Ponder

sonal requests and for the preferred place to insert 
personal requests.

These places in Shemoneh Esrei are essentially 
an open letter to Hashem. In these places, a person 
can pour his heart out regarding any matter that is 
of importance to him, present or future, personal 
or communal, spiritual or material. Those who uti-
lize these opportunities to their full potential do not 
have to force themselves to engage in prayer, on the 
contrary, they bemoan any occasion for tefillah that 
they miss. 

Once a person learns how to tap into the oppor-
tunity to add personal requests to his prayers, he 
will find that each occasion to pray takes on new 
meaning. It is his time to unload his burdens, speak 
his heart and find the inner peace that Hashem pro-
vides to all who trustingly turn to Him.

Personal requests warm the heart with all the 
emotions of human need and longing. This warmth 
can turn rock-hard ice into a flowing river of spiri-
tual feeling. Every word of prayer is carried along 
this powerful current, imbuing one’s entire tefillah 
with an intensity and sincerity that might otherwise 
remain out of reach.

For additional inspiration, see 
Praying With Fire, Day 65 and 66.

See center of booklet for kavannah calendar.

4 The 
kavannah 
inspired by 
personal 
requests 
impacts the 
rest of one’s 
Shemoneh 
Esrei.
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T he Gemara (Berachos 61b) relates this incredible scene: 
As Rabbi Akiva was being tortured to death by the Ro-
mans, he calmly began to recite the Shema with com-

plete joy. His students were astounded by Rabbi Akiva’s seren-
ity and exclaimed, “Our teacher, how can you remain so calm 
and concentrate on Shema when you are being tortured?” 
Rabbi Akiva answered, “My entire life I was troubled by the 
verse “You shall love Hashem...with all your soul”. I said to my-
self, when will the opportunity arise that I may fulfill this verse? 
And now that it has come to pass should I not fulfill it?” 

Rav Dessler explains that Rabbi Akiva reacted with such flaw-
less composure because he had perfected the capacity to tran-
scend all pain for the sake of his love of G-d. His method for 
achieving this level was to visualize himself being tortured to 
death for the sanctification of Hashem’s Name, giving up his life 
with joy for his love of the Creator, every time he recited this 
verse in Shema Yisrael. 

Indeed, had this (torture and execution) been forced upon me 
suddenly, said Rabbi Akiva, I would have been unable to recite the 
Shema properly. That is what he meant by “My entire life I have 

Today’s learning is dedicated:
As a zechus to those who lost their lives during 

the recent Israeli Lebanon war, 
to those missing in action, to the injured, and to the 

special three still in brutal uncivilized captivity, 
Gilaad ben Aviva, Ehud ben Malka, and Eldod ben Tova

Dedicated by the V’ANI TEFILLAH FOUNDATION

THE POWER OF 
VISUALIZATION

10 10 

TISHREI 
TISHREI 



THE IMMEASURABLE POWER OF PRAYER / 43

been waiting for this moment.” Ultimately, this ex-
ercise of daily visualization gave him the strength 
to withstand the ultimate final test.

The technique of visualization is so powerful 
that it can help a person overcome a great many 
obstacles. Rabbi Zelig Pliskin relates the follow-
ing story to illustrate the practical results that this 
mental exercise can achieve, even for a trivial 
pastime: 

During the Vietnam War, an American prisoner 
of war spent several years in solitary confine-
ment. In order to preserve his sanity, he spent 
four hours of every day visualizing himself mas-
tering his game of golf, with every swing of the 
club pictured in minute detail.

After his release, he eventually returned to 
the golf course and found his score greatly im-
proved. All those years of visualization had ac-
tually succeeded in improving his game.

This potent mental capacity is there for a person 
to use in his effort to develop the ability for the most 
important and difficult daily tasks as well. 

Rabbi Pliskin describes an eye surgeon who 
mentally visualizes each operation in advance 
of the procedure. He reviews the entire process 
in his mind and imagines various difficulties 
that may arise and how to deal with them. 

We, too, can utilize this approach to overcome 
the obstacles we face in reciting tefillah with kavan-
nah. The following are some suggestions:
1. Visualize possible obstacles to kavannah that 
you may encounter during davening. Then imag-
ine yourself as having the necessary conviction and 
persistence to meet the challenge. 
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For example, picture a friend approaching to 
engage you in conversation during davening and 
mentally practice how to deflect him without hurt-
ing his feelings. Or, imagine that you are reciting 
Shemoneh Esrei and your mind begins to wander. 
Then envision how you would force away the for-
eign thoughts so that you may continue the tefillah 
with kavannah.
2. The Mesillas Yesharim (Chelkei Ha’Chasidus) 
writes that as no human eyes have seen Hashem, 
it is difficult for us to internalize the fact that we 
are standing before the Creator. To overcome this 
impediment, visualize a telephone conversation; al-
though you cannot see the person to whom you are 
speaking, you know that he is listening. Summon 
this image to perceive the sense that Hashem listens 
to you when you pray. For example, in Shemoneh 
Esrei, all agree that “Atah” — You, Hashem — re-
cited a total of thirty-three times — refers to the fact 
that we beseech Hashem directly. 

The Chazon Ish offers the following technique 
for arriving at the correct kavannah: “The task 
of a person during tefillah is to visualize that 
Hashem is listening to every word of the prayers 
that are uttered by human lips and scrutinizing 
the thoughts of those who pray to Him.” 

3. Most people find it difficult to summon the 
self-discipline needed to stick with a productive 
routine. Distractions and temptations inevitably 
throw them off track. If a person practices visu-
alizing himself arriving at shul on time, avoiding 
extraneous conversation, preparing before prayer 
and looking inside the siddur while praying, 
these behaviors will gradually become a part of 
his routine. 
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4 A person 
can develop 
a desired 
behavior 
or skill by 
visualizing 
it.

4 One can 
improve 
tefillah by 
imagining 
himself 
praying with 
kavannah 
and over-
coming 
distractions 
and 
obstacles.

Points
to
Ponder

Visualization is a means through which a per-
son can see himself as he wishes to be — as he 
can be. It’s not just wishful thinking, it’s purpose-
ful thinking that helps a person establish high ex-
pectations for himself, and then fulfill them.

For additional inspiration, see 
Praying With Fire, Day 69.

See center of booklet for kavannah calendar.
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