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Introduction
A number of years | was handed a piece of paper with a prayer written on it. It was
titted Rebbe Nachman’s Prayer, without any acknowledgement of where it originated

from or who translated it. It read,

Master of the Universe
Grant me the ability to be alone,
May it be my custom to go outdoors each day,
Among the trees and the grass, among all living things
And there may | be alone, and enter into prayer to talk with the one whom | belong.
May | express there everything in my heart,
And may all the foliage of the field — all grasses trees and plants —
Awake at my coming, to send the powers of their life into the words of my prayers
So that my prayer and speech are made whole
Through the life and spirit of all growing things,
Which are made one by their transcendent Source.
May | then pour out the words of my heart

Before your presence

| found great meaning in these words. | connected to them on a personal
spiritual level. | used them in my prayers and when | led others in prayer. Soon after

| became aware of these words, | started to see them in a number of different



spaces and books; including in Mishkan Tfillah For the House of Mourning. |
realized that this particular prayer had entered into a variety of Jewish spaces, of all
denominations. | slowly became curious about the origin of these words. Where
were they from? What did the Hebrew text of them look like? Are they actually
Nachman’s words or did someone else write them and attribute them to him?

| thought these were simple straightforward questions that could be answered
with a quick internet search. | was wrong. | searched on the internet, through books
and asked professors, and ended up with more questions than | had started with.
While | did not have an answer to my primary question, what is the origin of this text,
| did have a broader question, if this comes from and has made its way into liberal
Jewish spaces, what other texts are there from Nachman that liberal Jews might
also find meaningful?

This is the question that guided my early research. Finding other teachings
that could have the same level of impact as the one known as Nachman’s Prayer.
Trying to translate them into language that is accessible and usable in a variety of
contexts. That was the goal of this project.

| do not pretend that this project is exhaustive; it only addresses a tiny portion
of Nachman’s works. It does however, take those texts and translate them into
words that are understandable for modern Jews and usable in a variety of teaching
and prayer spaces.

| eventually did find the source of the prayer that inspired this project. The

prayer itself was written by Natan Sternhartz in Likkutei Tfillot, and was inspired by



Likkutei Moharan 2:11. The original text from Likkutei Moharan is included as part of

this project.



Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav

Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav was born into a rabbinic family. His maternal
grandfather was the Ba’al Shem Tov and his paternal grandfather was Nachman of
Horodenka, one of the Ba’al Shem Tov’s disciples. Born with this lineage, great
things were expected of him. Trying to live up to those expectations was something
he wrestled and struggled with all the days of his life.

Born in 1772, Nachman'’s early life was dominated by stories of a troubled
young man. He was obsessive about ascetic practice, withdrawing from those
around him, focusing on pain and suffering and being strict in his observance of
tradition. He would do everything in his power not to enjoy his food, attempting to
swallow it without chewing, so that he did not have to taste it. He would read the
Book of Psalms, focusing only on those verses that evoked pain and suffering, not
on the sections about joy and happiness. (Green, 27-28) This focus on pain would
become a major theme of his life. Two of the other major themes are contemplative
and meditative practices and an emphasis on nature. These three themes appeared
early in his biography and can be seen throughout the course of his life and writings.

These three themes, suffering, meditation and nature are ones that will
explored in greater depths because they had direct impact on the writings that will be
translated and discussed. Other significant themes of his life included his lack of
comfort with human sexuality, a connection to his past and the land of Israel,

concerns about the anti-intellectual strains of Hassidut and messianism. While



these are interesting to explore, they do not connect directly with the writings to be
looked at, so they will not be explored in any depth.

In order to understand Nachman'’s life and teachings, the Hassidic world he
was born into must first be put into context. Hasidic communities began to take
shape in Eastern Europe at the end of the 17" Century, and they rose to prominence
with the rise of the Ba’al Shem Tov. Nachman’s grandfather was the most
significant figure in the Hasidic community. He was the figure that most contributed
to the rise and development of the Hasidic communities. It was this world that
Nachman was born into.

“The term Hasidim is found in the Bible and is derived from the frequently
occurring hesed, generally translated into English as ‘lovingkindness’, ‘mercy’, ‘love’,
‘loyalty’, even ‘grace’ or ‘charm’.” (Jacobs, 1) It is this term that was chosen to
describe the new movement and community. A movement characterized by a loving
relationship with God and whose goal was to find attachment to God. At the same
time, Jews who maintained the tradition, “The upholders of the status quo were very
soon referred to as Mitnagedim (‘opponents’), implying that they, and not the
Hasidim, were obliged to be on the defensive.” (Jacobs, 1)

“Hasidism sought, by means of a daring simplification of the long and often
abstruse Kabbalistic tradition, to place the goals of contemplative religion within the
reach of every Jew.” (Green, 23) Up to this point the Kabbalistic traditions of Safed

were too difficult for most Jews to understand or practice. Hasidic leaders wanted to



make this Judaism more normative, to allow for the common people to be able to
practice this kind of Judaism.

In order to make this change a reality, the Hasidic leaders changed the
emphasis of Jewish practice. Traditional Judaism had always used the act of study
as the central act of Jewish expression. It was the connection to the past, to the
lineage of tradition, to the Rabbis and leaders who came before that was the most
important. Hasidic Judaism however, reoriented it to emphasize a personal
connection to God above all else “...a sense of the presence of God in all places
and in every moment, a belief that all of human life is a way to His service, and an
emphasis on enthusiastic prayer (as opposed to study) as the central act of the
religious life.” (Green, 23) By changing this emphasis, they changed the focus of
religious life and the way in which that focus is expressed.

Study and the performance of Mitzvot continued to be incredibly important
and necessary ways to express one’s faith and engage with Judaism. However,
prayer became the most significant of these ways. While emphasizing prayer, the
way in which one prays also became of utmost importance. A singular focus and
intention was required to engage in this kind of prayer. This focus was on finding
God and attaching oneself to God, devekut. It was on removing the self from prayer
and focusing entirely on the divine. “The longing for the worship of God, and to
comprehension of His divinity, is through prayer offered with self-sacrifice and

burning enthusiasm.” (Jacobs, 20)



In addition to the traditional liturgy, a new emphasis was placed on personal
contemplative prayer. Often prayed in the vernacular, these served as an
opportunity to pour out ones soul and petition God. “Hasidic prayer belongs to the
group of mystical exercises of a most rigorous nature through which the self is
transcended.” (Jacobs, 35) It is this kind of prayer that Nachman focuses on,
personal contemplative and petitionary prayer, prayer as the vehicle through which
one achieves attachment to God.

This was the goal of the writings that will be looked at in detail, Nachman’s
understanding of Hasidic prayer. Nachman was born into this world, born just 12
years after the death of his influential grandfather. While his life was short (he was
only 38 when he died) his life and his work were filled with influence. They were
also filled with personal struggle and challenge.

Nachman'’s life was a life of incredibly high highs and incredibly low lows; his
personal suffering is seen throughout his works and experiences. His ecstasy also
appears, but in short glimpses, specific periods of time, where joy and happiness
take over and obscure the darkness of his life. The joy is often how Bratslav
Hasidism is stereotyped, as modern Bratslavers are known for their clapping and
dancing. While these come directly from Nachman’s teachings, he used them as a
way to do battle with the negativity and suffering, to push them out and overwhelm
them. “Nahman’s dancing...is thus much more serious than might be assumed at
first glance...it is a theurgic act, aimed at doing battle with the forces of evil.” (Green,

141)
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Stories of Nachman’s suffering appeared early in his life, “The childhood
depicted...is that of a pained young ascetic, one who at an early age knew the
difficulties of the religious life and struggled with all his strength to overcome them.”
(Green, 27) These stories start at an incredibly young age, unlike his contemporary
Hassidic Rabbis, who are often depicted in childhood as either aloof children
communing with God or incredibly studious and wise beyond their years. Nachman
is seen as a suffering soul from his earliest days.

It is this suffering that turned Nachman into the teacher and leader, because
of his ability to identify with the sufferings of others. Nachman was very open about
his own struggles, both with his followers and in his later works. He was able to lead
them precisely because he had experienced the same sorts of struggles. “Nahman
functions so well as a zaddiq not because he has always remained above the
reaches of sin, but rather precisely because he himself has undergone all the
conflicts and torments that even the most beleaguered of his followers could ever
imagine — and has emerged triumphant.” (Green, 15)

Unlike earlier and contemporary Hassidic leaders, Nachman was open about
his struggles. He was not only seen as a righteous ideal to strive to, but also as a
human being who struggled and battled the same sort of challenges and demons as
everyone else. It was this struggle that led Nachman to begin composing his own
prayers. “His energies were all centered around a life of intense and pain-filled

prayer. The young Nahman was not satisfied with the prescribed prayers of the
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liturgy; he would compose his own prayers, in the Yiddish that he spoke, and
through them he would plead to God to draw him near to His service.” (Green, 27)

The experience of composing his own prayers is one of the other major
themes we see in Nachman'’s work. He often spoke of the importance of praying
from your heart, of pouring out your soul before God. “The true core of religion is
that struggle for faith which goes on within the heart of the individual believer, that
the essence of prayer is hitbodedut, or lone outpouring of the soul before God...”
(Green, 3) Nachman saw hitbodedut, often translated as meditation, as an
opportunity to be alone and engage with God on a more personal level than one
might be able to when engaged in formal prayer.

Hitbodedut is an opportunity to become closer to God, to develop a deep and
personal relationship with the divine. It was a nearness to God, devekut, an
attachment that Nachman saw as the goal of prayer. The more personal, the more
open, the more vulnerable a person was during their prayer the closer they could
become to God. “This lone act of hitbodedut was depicted as the single most
important activity of both zaddig and Hasid. There is simply no other way to be
close to God, Nahman taught, and nearness to God was the single ultimate goal that
a Bratslav Hasid was to allow himself.” (Green, 145)

Someone who was practiced in hitbodedut could use it in all different settings.
Nachman spoke of his own ability to remove himself from those around him. When
he was seated in the middle of the room surrounded by others, he could practice

hitbodedut and remove himself from the space and commune with God. (Green, 32)
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He also practiced hitbodedut by removing himself from others, secluding himself in a
closed room to remove distractions. Nachman often used this as an opportunity to
go out into the world, to feel closer to God by entering nature.

Nature is another major theme of his work. Nachman believed we could see
God in every aspect of the natural world, but we could only do this by entering into it.
“The man of God seeks out the individual and distinct spark of divinity in each corner
of the natural world, sees each blade of grass as the wondrous and unique creation
of God.” (Green 159) In order to understand the power of the tree or grass, you
needed to work to be a part of it.

Nachman did this himself, by leaving the comfort of his own home to go
explore alone. From the earliest days of his life, stories are told of him wandering off
into the forest to be at one with God. “On some days he would take a horse from his
father-in-law’s yard and ride to the edge of the forest, leaving the horse tied to a tree
while he wandered through the woods alone, lost in thought. At other times he would
take a small boat out into the nearby river, one of the tributaries of the Dnieper, to be
alone with God in the midst of the water.” (Green, 34)

When Nachman writes of the ideal prayer community, in his story, The Master
of Prayer, he describes a group of people who live disconnected from the modern
world around them. They spend their time in prayer and are provided for by the
world around them. “He particularly tried to persuade his disciples to follow his
example and go out to pray in the fields and forests. Indeed, Nahman'’s ideal of a

Hasidic community, with which he opens his tale, The Master of Prayer, depicts a
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ragged band of disciples living in the woods and sustained by the fruits of nature.”
(Green, 152) These kinds of disconnects and immersion is seen throughout his
work. He talks of the power of praying alone and the importance of doing so in the
woods, fields and mountaintop.

Nachman'’s life was one full of struggle and suffering. Those themes come
across in his writing, especially when he speaks of prayer. Prayer was a way to
connect with God, to attach oneself to the divine. Working towards this attachment
gave Nachman a sense of purpose and comfort. We see this theme; along with

those of meditation and nature pervade his work.
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Likkutei Moharan

Nachman like many of his contemporaries never wrote anything. He never
recorded any of his own teachings or stories. Instead, these Rabbis often had a
devoted follower who served as a secretary, recording their teachings and
preserving them. For Nachman, this was Natan Sternhartz, also known as Natan of
Nemirov. While Nachman never wrote, Natan was a prolific writer. He recorded
Nachman’s teachings and he also wrote his own material.

Likkutei Moharan is a record of the sermons of Rebbe Nachman. Most of the
book is made up of teaching recorded verbatim. Nachman would deliver a teaching
on Shabbat afternoons. Natan would memorize the teaching and record it after
Shabbat had ended. He would then show it to Nachman and they would edit it
together. Towards the end of the Likkutei Moharan, the teachings are recorded in a
less regimented fashion. Some of those teachings are ones Natan heard, but did
not record immediately. Others are ones he heard second hand, from other
followers of Nachman.

After Nachman’s death in 1810, Natan became the informal leader of the
Breslover Hassidic sect. Nachman had not designated a successor on purpose, but
Natan’s position made him a natural fit. For the rest of his life Natan wrote
prolifically, about Nachman, his teachings and his life. One of the most interesting of
these works in Likkutei T'fillot. In which Natan takes each of the Likkutim from
Likkutei Moharan and turns them into words of prayer. This form is something that is

echoed in the work of this project.
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Note on Translations

Likkutei Moharan has been translated before and will be translated again.
The vast majority of these translations have been done by modern day Breslover
Hasidim. When they make these translations they have a very specific frame
through which they see them and a goal in mind. This frame and goal often make it
difficult for people from different backgrounds to access and find meaning in these
translations. The goal of these translations is to make the work of Nachman
accessible to individuals who are approaching them from a variety of backgrounds
and knowledge levels.

In doing so, thought has been put into the way in which the translations have
been done. Significantly, the masculine language remains intact. The Likkutim are
often addressed to the third person masculine singular, he, him, his. Initially, | was
going to translate them into the third person plural, they, them, their, however, this
felt too impersonal. Consideration was put into using the second person singular or
using both the third personal masculine and feminine. Both of these options caused
challenges both linguistically and with the flow of the translations. For that reason,
they remain true to their original, third person masculine singular. While it remains

masculine, we should note that the intention is to be inclusive.
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Note on Structure

This bulk of this project is the translations, commentaries and kavvanot which
begin below. There are ten likkutim, each of which includes the original hebrew, an
english translation, a commentary and one or two kavvanot. The translations are
intended to be usable and teachable. The commentaries to illuminate the
theological, historical or textual connections that Nachman makes, and to bring
additional depth to the english translation. The kavvanot to show how the translation
and commentary might be used to set intention in a prayer service, to introduce a
piece of liturgy or to weave into a dvar torah. The hope is that this project will not be

an esoteric academic endeavour, but a usable, adaptable, and teachable tool.
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Translation:

“These are the laws which | put before you” (Exodus 21:1)

Our Sages of blessed memory said, “woman is equal to man.” (Kiddushin 35a,

Baba Kamma 15)

It is taught in the Mekilta “Is it possible for the students to study but not
understand?” The Torah says, “I put before you”, arranged before them like a set

table.
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Know, the essence of exile is just because of a lack of Faith, as it is written,
“Come, look at the head of faith” (Song of Songs 4:8) Faith is an aspect of prayer,
as it is written, “his hands were faithful” (Exodus 17:12) Which is translated as,

spread out in prayer

This is an aspect of miracles from above in nature, because prayer is above
nature, because nature obligates prayer and prayer changes nature, and this is a
miracle, and this needs faith from one, who believes this is renewable, and it is in

his hands to renew it at his will.

The essence of faith, the aspect of prayer, the aspect of miracles, is only in the
land of Israel, as it is written, “Dwell in the land and cultivate faith” (Psalms 37:3)
There the essence is going up in prayer, as it is written, “This is the gate of

heaven.” (Genesis 28:17)

Because of this, Abraham said damagingly, “How shall | know” (Genesis 15:8)
This is damage to the inheritance of the land, which is an aspect of faith, an
aspect of prayer, the exile in Egypt. Of course, Jacob and his sons went down to
Egypt, because they correspond to the 12 kinds of prayer. He brought them down

into exile.
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Egypt is the opposite of miracles, as it is written, “And the Egyptians fled as it
approached” (Exodus 14:27) That is not a place of miracles, and it is not a place of
prayer, as it is written, “As soon as | go out of the city, | will spread out my hands.”

(Exodus 9:29)

All exiles are known as Egypt, because they caused pain to the Israelites. When

they cause damage to faith, to prayer, to the land of Israel, they go down to exile.

This is what Our Sages of blessed memory said, “The Messiah ben David will only
come when the last money is gone from the pocket, and the apostates disappear,
for they do not have faith in miracles and cover up all the miracles with nature.
The essence of miracles in the land of Israel, because the land of Israel drinks
first, drinks from the depths, this is the words, “The city was amazed” (Ruth 1:19)

because through the aspect of miracles is the world amazed. (Taanit 10)

“Deep calls to the deep” (Psalms 42:8) Because, there are upper miracles which
are aspect of the depths above, and there are lower miracles, which are aspects

of the depths below.

And the angel which comprises all the miracles, from both depths, resembles the
ox, (Taanit 25) which is an aspect of a circle, an aspect of faith, as it is written,

“Your faith surrounds you” (Psalms 89:9) And its lips are open, this is the aspect of
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prayer, as it is written, “Adonai open my lips” (Psalms 51:17) this is the sum of all

the miracles.

This is the meaning of “the last money is gone from the pockets” — because there
are people who hide all the miracles. Including the angels whose lips are open,
conceal by explaining nature. When this is gone, there will be much faith in the
world — thus the messiah will come because the essence of redemption comes

from faith, as it is written “come, look from the top of faith” (Song of Songs 4:8)

Commentary:

Emunah is often translated as faith or faithfulness. Faith is an innate
conviction, one that transcends reason and does not need proof. The root, aleph
mem nun, is defined as faith or trust. Faith requires trust, belief in something
outside of oneself; trust in something bigger than the self. That is why Nachman
points to Abraham’s question, “How shall | know?” as an example of the trials of
faith and a moment without faith.

God has promised Abraham descendants and inheritances, but in that
moment without any children of his own, Abraham questions God’s promise and
looks for proof. In moments of weakness even the most faithful individuals
sometimes struggle. Nachman also mentions another time when an upstanding

and faithful person struggled with his faith.
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In Exodus 17, Moses stood on top of a hill and watched as Joshua led the
Israelites in battle again Amalek. During the battle when Moses raised his hands,
the Israelites were successful, but when he lowered them they began to lose.
Nachman understands the raising and the lowering of his hands not to be about
the physical heaviness but instead to be an emotional heaviness. Moses raised
his hands not to be only because of the physical help of those around him, but
also because of a resurgence of faith.

Moses stood at the top of a hill, watching the Israelites prevail in battle, but
his faith waned. It was challenged in the moment and the Israelites began to lose.
Yet, through his own trust he regained his faith in their ability to prevail, and raised

his hands in faithful prayer.

One of the other interesting points Nachman makes in this section is his
caution against explaining away miracles, by saying they are just nature taking its
course. Nachman says this is the way apostates react. There are two important
considerations Nachman suggests here.

First, to remember that prayer has power over nature. This is something
discussed at length in Likutei Moharan 2:11, the relationship between prayer and
the natural world. Secondly, the importance of faith, explaining away miracles is
an example of a lack of faith. There are places where it is difficult to pray or
remain faithful, but explaining away the beauty and miracles of the world only

makes that more difficult.
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Kavvanah:

Moses raised his arms in faith.

Moses watched as Joshua’s army battled Amalek, and he raised his arms in faith.
Even when they tired. Even when they got too heavy to hold on his own. He
continued to raise his arms in faith and Joshua prevailed.

How do we express our faith? Do we hold our arms outstretched? Do we lift our
heads up high?

How do maintain our faith, even when our arms are heavy? When we are tired and
prepared to give up, how do we hold on a little bit longer?

Where does this power come from?

Nachman teaches, that it is through prayer that faith is maintained, for “This is the
gate of heaven.” (Genesis 28:17)

Prayer maintain faith, and faith strengthened prayer.
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Translation:

It is impossible for idolaters to know the greatness of God, because of Jacob, as it
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is written, “The house of Jacob, come let us go into the light of God” (Isaiah 2:5)

He reveals the divinity of God is greater than the remainder of the Patriarchs.

Abraham called it a mountain and Isaac called it a field. A field is greater concept
than a mountain. And Jacob called it a house, which is a better dwelling place for
man than a field. Thus, Jacob called the place Beit Mikdash, this is a house for

prayer, that it is a place for man to dwell.

Prayer is elevated from a mountain and field to a house, that has within it an
understanding of man greater than a mountain or a field. Because a house also
has an understanding for idolaters, as it is written, “For My house shall be called a
house of prayer for all the nations.” (Isaiah 56:7) This is a house, because with this

God’s exalted name grew greater.

This is the explanation, (Psalms 48:2) “God is great and greatly praised” that is,
when is God great? When God is greatly praised by idolaters and death (as our
rabbis said, from the verse “it was very good” (Genesis 1:31) this is the angel of
death) when they praise God, then he is great, because this is the essence of

greatness.

When is it that they praise God? In the city of our God on the mountain of

holiness. It will be on the mountain that will be the city of our God, that will dwell
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with man, a house, that will concentrate more than a mountain or field. Behold, it
will raise up an aspect of prayer from an aspect of the mountain, an aspect of the
city or the house. “God is great” because this is the essence of the blessed

greatness, that is also the distance of knowledge of knowing God.

Commentary:

This translated section is a small portion from a longer sermon. Because
only a small section is translated here, it loses some of its larger context. The
section uses the central metaphor of the mountains, field and house. Each of
these is attached to one of the patriarchs, the mountain to Abraham, the field to
Isaac and the house to Jacob. Abraham because it was on a mountain that he
attempted to sacrifice his son Isaac, Isaac a field because it was in a field that he
was meditating when he first saw his wife Rebecca, and Jacob a house because
of the phrase “house of Jacob”. It was in each of these places that the patriarchs
encountered God.

Nachman assigns each of these greater significance and importance in
regard to being places of prayer. A house offers something neither a mountain
nor field can offer. It offers the stability of walls and focus. The distractions within
a house are different from those outside of a house. Indoor spaces also allow for
a different degree of closeness to people and community that are difficult to attain

in a limitless space of the outdoors.
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| do not believe Nachman is trying to discourage individuals from engaging
in prayer in the outdoors. In other spaces this is something he specifically
encourages. Instead, Nachman is making the argument that praying indoors also
has great power and importance. That one should not be discounted for the other;

instead they both are places of connection, in different ways.

The proof text that Nachman uses for the house of Jacob reads, “house of
Jacob, come let us go into the light of God” (Isaiah 2:5). House of Jacob is a very
common phrase throughout the bible, so the use of this specific phrase carries
with it some significance. The verse encourages us to follow the light of God.
This is important because it stands in contrast to those who follow other lights.
Idolatry at the time often included a worship of astrological figures, the sun, moon
and stars. So, Nachman encourages us to follow only the light of God, not these
other lights in the world.

One of the important differences between the first two spaces Nachman
mentions, mountains and fields and the final space, houses, is the presence of a
roof. With a roof, you can no longer see the outside world; you can no longer see
the sun, moon and stars. This makes it difficult to worship them, or for an
individual's prayer to be confused with idol worship. So, God’s house can be a

prayer for all people, as long as they do not engage in idolatry.
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Kavvanah:
Abraham prayed on a mountain

A mountain of sacrifice

A mountain of struggle and challenge
Isaac prayed in a field

A field of love

A field of peace, calm and quiet
Jacob prayed in a house

A Beit Yaakov, a house of Jacob

A Beit Mikdash, a house of prayer
We pray on mountains
We pray in fields

We pray in houses

For Isaiah spoke, “My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations”
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Translation:
“The wicked plots against the righteous, and bites him with his teeth. God laughs

at him because God sees his day will come.” (Psalms 37:12 — 13)

This is the matter; it is a difficult subject, from where do strange thoughts come to
the righteous who wants to pray with a lot of attachment? Our teachers, may their
memories be for a blessing, said: They come to help them purify themselves.

(Yoma 38b)

This is the matter, at the time of the broken vessels, sparks fell into the whole
world, and by way of the prayers of the righteous, little by little they go back up,
step after step. A Tzaddik stands to pray and attaches himself to an attribute, a
value, and strange thoughts come to him from that same attribute. When he
comes to a bigger step, the strange thoughts fall from that new attribute. The
Tzaddik needs to know from which attribute and from which world the strange
thoughts are from, and needs to know how they go up into that world or into the

attribute they come from.

There are times when the righteous wants to go up a step, but cannot. This time,
because he fell back because of the strange thoughts from the upper step, that he
has not yet reached, therefore it is impossible for him to go up, because he is

always at the step underneath it, which is the step that he is at now.
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This is hard, why do strange thoughts come to you before their time?

Understand, | have received a tradition, but there is a disagreement among the
tzaddikim, these strange thoughts fell because of this disagreement and his desire
to go up to a higher step, despite this he cannot go up, his desire and strength

must be enough to shatter the masters of disagreements.

This is the interpretation of the verse: Plots of the wicked — these are the scattered
thoughts. The righteous that bite their teeth — these are the desire to go up. God
laughs at him because God sees his day will come. — He still cannot come to the
higher steps because of the scattered thoughts. Where do these strange thoughts

come from?

It is interpreted, “The wicked have taken out their sword” (Psalms 37:14) The
interpretation of Rashi: Sword — language of war, this is to awaken the
disagreement of the righteous. “Their sword” (Psalms 37:15) This is the strange
thoughts from the same disagreement. “It enters their heart” (Psalms 37:15) This
is the heart of the tzaddik. By the way of those who wish to go up, the strength of
their desire. “Their bows will be broken” (Psalms 37:15) is to say, the

disagreement as | said above.
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Commentary:

Rebbe Nachman acknowledges a reality of prayer in the middle of this
discourse, distractions. Instead of attempting to ignore this reality or blaming on a
weak willed or weak minded individual, he acknowledges that even the Tzaddik,
the most righteous, might become distracted while praying. He then does not
suggest that you clear your head, remove the distracted thoughts, and return to
prayer. Which is what you might expect. Instead, he suggests that you look to
find the source of those thoughts; because it is only once you have traced the
thoughts to their source and dealt with the root issue, that you can properly
concentrate on your prayers.

Nachman also suggests two root causes of distracted thoughts during
prayer, the over zealous effort of the individual praying and a lack of desire and
strength. These two ideas work to complement each other. When you try to pray
too much, too hard and too fast you are susceptible to becoming distracted. This
can happen because of your own over zealousness in prayer and because you
have not built up the strength or desire to maintain focus throughout your prayer.
Both of these causes suggest a singular solution, the development of an extended
prayer practice, one that builds up over time, so you can maintain your focus.

Nachman says this in Likkutei Moharan 2:84, that you should set out a
prayer goal, to pray all day, but you can build up to that goal. Begin by praying a
short amount of time and slowly increase it. Like any skill or muscle, prayer must

be used, trained and developed. If you wake up one morning, never having run
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before and try running a marathon, you most likely will not succeed. You need to
work up to that length, practice, train, and run shorter distances before you can
run a marathon. The same is true of prayer. You can not wake up one morning
and attempt to pray with the highest level of attachment and focus, instead you
need to start slower and lower, working up to that point, developing your prayer

practice.

Kavvanot:

While we pray, we can become distracted, strange thoughts can invade our heads
Even the most righteous among us, the most focused and experienced can suffer
from these distractions

Rebbe Nachman encourages us, do not ignore them, do not try to push them
away, instead ask, where are they coming from? What are they trying to tell me?
They are an opportunity, to learn about ourselves, to understand our own
challenges and struggles and refocus our intention

The thoughts that invade our head while we pray can instead be an opportunity

Prayer is a muscle

A muscle that must be stretched and exercised and trained

A muscle that must be used

When we try to pray too much, too hard, too fast - we become distracted and can

not finish
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When we try to pray with too much focus, too much intention, too much
concentration - we become distracted and can not finish

Instead, stretch that muscle, exercise that muscle

A little bit at a time, one step at a time - then you will be able to maintain your

focus and finish your prayers with meaning and intention
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Translation:

Know this, when a person prays in the field, then all the grasses enter into the
prayer, they assist them and give strength into his prayer. This is an aspect in
which prayer is called ‘conversation’, the aspect of “plants of the field” (Genesis

2:5) all the plants of the field give their strength and assistance into his prayer.
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This is the aspect of “Isaac went out to meditate in the field” (Genesis 24:63) his
prayer was with the assistance and strength of the field, all the grasses of the field
gave their strength and assistance into his prayers, as | said above, because of

this we call prayer ‘conversation’, as | said above.

Therefor, of curses it says, “the land will not give its crops” (Deuteronomy 11:17).
Because all the crops need to give their strength and support into the prayers, and
if there is a time when there is a flaw or blemished, then it says, “the land will not

give its crops”

Even, when a person does not pray in the field, the crops also give their
assistance into his prayers. Behold, all that is near him, like his food, drink and
similar — aid his prayers. Only when he is in the field, then he is very close to
many of these things, then all the grasses and crops of the land give their strength

in his prayers, as | said above.

This is crop — the acronym, IsaaC went Out to PRay in the field, that all the crops

of the field are in his prayers, as | said above.

Commentary:
“When God made earth and heaven, when no shrub of the field was yet on

earth and no grasses of the field had yet sprouted, because God had not sent rain
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upon the earth and there was no man to till the soil.” (Genesis 2:4 — 5)

The verse, which Nachman quotes from, indicates that the shrubs and
grasses were on the earth yet they had not yet sprouted. The verse gives two
separate reasons for this, that God had not yet sent rain and that there was no
person to till the soil and harvest the plants. Rashi however, connects these two
ideas. He explains that they had not yet sprouted because humankind was not
there to pray for rain. Once Adam was created, he prayed for rain and the plants
bloomed. In this way, humankind and plants entered into a symbiotic relationship
from their very beginning, the plants need people to pray for rain so that they can
grow and to harvest them once they have grown. People, in turn, need the plants
to eat and sustain themselves.

Nachman however adds to this, making the plants more of an equal partner
in this relationship. People can pray for rain for plants and plants can send their
support into the prayers of the people. Plants and people have a physical
connection, of planting, harvesting and sustenance. They also have a spiritual

connection of praying and sending power into those prayers.

“And Isaac went out to meditate in the field toward evening and, looking up,
he saw camels approaching” (Genesis 24:63)

Many commentators point to this verse as Isaac meditating or praying, and
use it as a proof text for the creation of the afternoon prayer service. (Talmud

Brachot 26b) This understanding leads to the question, why did Isaac go out into
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the field to pray? Could Isaac simply have prayed in his home? Sforno writes that
Isaac was going out into the field to find some privacy where he could be without
interruption. That the environment of the field was one that was more conducive
to focus and mediation.

Levi Yitzchok of Berditchev, Nachman'’s contemporary, writes that the walk
in the field was intended to fill his heart with joy. He relates the word lasuach to
simcha, “Isaac talking a stroll was intended to fill his heart with joy. In the field he

would be able to communicate with his Creator.”

Kavvanot:
“And Isaac went out to meditate in the field toward evening and, looking up, he
saw camels approaching” (Genesis 24:63)
Why did Isaac go out into the field to pray?
Could Isaac simply have prayed in his home?
Was Isaac going into the field to find some privacy where he could be without
interruption? (Sforno)
Was Isaac hoping to fill his heart with joy? Simcha?
“Isaac talking a stroll was intended to fill his heart with joy. In the field he
would be able to communicate with his Creator.” (Levi Yitzchok of Berditchev)
Why do we pray in fields? Why do we pray in sanctuaries? Sanctuaries of
God’s creation?

Perhaps, this is why Isaac prayed in the field.
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Translation:
Know this, the essence of connecting and devotion to God is by way of Prayer.
Because prayer is the gate, the path that one can enter to God. And from there

you can acquire a personal knowledge of God.

Because prayer is kingship, as it is written “l am prayer” (Psalms 109:4) And
prayer is the language of connection, as it is written, “I have wrestled with God, |

have wrestled” (Genesis 30:8) translates as the language of connection.

Because of this, from the prayers of many people come thoughts of their own
greatness. Because prayer, is an aspect of kingship, an aspect of |, she is exiled
from with the kingship of evil, as it is written, “| am among the captives” (Ezekiel
1:1) When she wants to go leave, seized from the evil kingdom, behold the pride,

that grows from the conviction of kingship, that wants to be proud and rule.

And those that pray with strength, with this they give strength into their prayer to

become stronger against the conviction of kingship to escape from their captivity.

And this, “Give the strength to God, and his majesty over Israel” (Psalms 68:35) A
vessel of haughtiness, the kingship of evil, becomes stronger over Israel, this is

can be repaired — when you pray with strength, it will strengthen God, behold the
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aspect of |.

And this, “You will remember Adonai your God, for it is God that gives you power

to get strong.” (Deuteronomy 8:18)

The explanation, by way of strength, you can repair a woman of valor, the aspect

of kingship. And this is the explanation, to acquire wealth, (behold the translation

of woman of valor is to acquire an asset). An explanation, because the kingship is

a vessel for exile as it says, “Don’t Look on me, as | am dark skinned” (Song of
Songs 1:6) Because she is dressed in black clothes, in clothes of skins, and

hidden by them.

Thus, “like a bird that wanders from her nest, so a man wanders” (Proverbs 27:8)

because she is his nest.

The vessel of man praying with strength, brings himself out of exile, covered with

it, making a nest for God.

And this is an explanation, to acquire — is a nest, assets - are hidden things. The

intention should be to, to repair the Shekinah in a couple with Her master.

And this is an explanation, “in order to establish my covenant” — established the
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covenant hints of the pair, Shekinah and Master together. Because from the

beginning needs arousing, behold the repair of the shekinah.

The shekinah is dressed in clear clothes: pale sumac green, aspect of patriarchs,
and she is an aspect of an oath, aspect of seven, you make like now sworn to your
fathers. “That He swore to your forefathers, as this day” a day like this exactly.

Find, by way of strong prayers the oaths to your fathers is renewed.

Commentary:

Nachman’s discussion of prayer here has a number of sexual overtones.
The Sefirot is a system with many sexual associations, especially when
juxtaposing the pair of the Shekinah and Master, as a covenantal pair. Here the
text compares prayer to kingship, the lowest of the system. The text also
discusses a devotion to God, dekevut, sometimes translated as cleaving, is also
the same verb used to discuss the relationship between Adam and Eve, “shall
cleave to his wife” (Genesis 2:24). The text also references Eshet Chayil, a
woman of valor, and Song of Songs, two sexual texts.

Sexual imagery is not something unique to Nachman’s writings, it is seen
across Hasidic literature. However, the process of prayer as opening up to a
sexual process and prayer as the act through which one finds connection and

devotion to God is important to consider.
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Nachman opens the section by juxtaposing two competing ideas in prayer,
the aspect of | and the aspect of kingship. The first is self reflective, it reinforces
the importance of the individual and the person as a significant impact on prayer.
The second is surrender; it reinforces the importance of giving over to God and
removing the self from prayer. These two aspects are in constant competition with
each other, how much of yourself to put into prayer and how much to give up.
How much to surrender and how much to keep; and how God plays into this
balance.

When discussing this struggle, Nachman brings in a proof text on wrestling.
Yet, instead of using the most famous instance of wrestling in the Torah, Jacob
wrestling in Genesis 32:22 — 32, he brings a very different text. In Genesis 30:8,
Rachel is naming one of her handmaid, Bilhah’s sons, Naphtali, which translates
as a contest, battle, rivalry or wrestling. The root letters, peh, tav and lamed when
rearranged are the same root letters for tfillah or prayer. This use of creative
anagrams is something seen throughout Nachman’s writings. He works to draw
unigue connection and meanings. Here connecting Rachel’s struggle with an
individual’'s prayer.

There is also a second connection between this verse and the subject at
hand. The text reads, naphtuli elohim, which is usually translated as a mighty
wrestling, but elohim is also a name for God. In could instead be translated as |
wrestled with God. While Rachel did not physically wrestle with God, she did

struggle with her relationship with God, in Genesis 31 she takes an idol from her
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father’s house. While her motives are unknown, perhaps she is struggling with her
own understanding of and relationship to God. This struggle is the one Nachman
is discussing in detail in this section. What is the role of the individual and what is

the role of God in prayer. How do we find balance between these two forces?

Kavvanah:

Rachel proclaimed, “I have wrestled with God, | have wrestled” (Genesis 30:8)
Rachel did not physically wrestle with God, the way her husband Isaac did.
Rachel struggled with God. In one of the most challenging moments of her life, as
she left her father’'s home for the final time, she wrestled with God. Looking for
comfort and protection, she was not prepared to move forward.

So too, do each of us struggle. We struggle in the challenging moments of our
lives, unable to acknowledge God’s power.

We, like Rachel, need to wrestle with God. We need can struggle with our faith.
We can struggle with our prayer.

We can acknowledge God’s presence and move forward together.
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Translation:
On the topic of meditation and prayer between a man and his creator, saying

psalms, petitions and requests.

It is very good, when one merits saying them with a full heart in truth, until he is

worthy of crying before God, like a son cries before his father.

But, Rebbe Nachman said, when a man says petitions and requests, and
contemplates in his heart and notices that he is crying, it is a though that is not
good, because he is confusing his concentration. This causes him to not be able

to say the requests with a full heart.

For he needs in the hour of saying petitions and requests to distance himself from
those extra thoughts out in the world. Only to direct his understanding to the words
that he is saying to God, like a man when he speaks to his friend, obviously he

removed the heaviness and elevates his heart, until he comes to a great truthful
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weeping.

But when he notices and thinks of his crying, it does not come, because his words
become confused, as | said above. When he notices and thinks of his crying, they

are foreign thoughts that confuse his intention, he is not able to hear well what he

is praying.

This is the point — To speak true speech before God without thinking any other
thoughts, as | said above. If you merit true tears — this is good, and if not — not,

but do not confuse your speech because of this, as | said above.

Commentary:

Nachman talks in a number of different places about the challenge of
distractions in prayer; how to create a space without distractions and how to
address those distractions when they do come. In Likkutei 96, he discusses
tracing the distraction back, to understand where is came from, so that you can
address the root of the distraction. Here, he is talking about a specific distraction
that comes from inside yourself, unlike the others which often come from outside
forces. Why does Nachman talk about crying specifically?

Nachman seems to be addressing crying specifically, because he believed
it was a real problem in his community; individuals trying to hard to elicit false

emotion. This too can be an issue in modern communities, with people trying to
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act in a specific way simply to be seen by others. Nachman warns against this, he
does not want anyone to think about how they look while praying. He instead,
wants people to pray with honest emotion, not constructed emotion.

Nachman knows that when someone thinks about how they look while they
are praying they will no longer be praying with the proper concentration and
intention. So, he tells us that praying should be like talking with a close friend,
because when talking with a close friend, you are usually are not concerned about
how you are seen. When talking with a close friend you do not need to portray
yourself as anything other than who you truly are. This is should also be true
when engaged in prayer.

It is important to remember that at the end of the section, Nachman reminds
us, that crying during prayer is not bad. You should allow yourself to be emotional
if that is how you are actually feeling. However, you should not force yourself to
feel specific feelings to have specific emotions if those do not come naturally. This

is a dual challenge of engaging in true honest prayer.

The text causes us to wonder, how we distinguish between various forms of
honesty and truth. Nachman encourages prayer with a full heart of truth, a true full
heart of prayer. Emet or truth has many different interpretations. We often
distinguish between objective fact and personal truth. Objective fact is something
that can be proven. Compared to personal truth, which depends on an individual's

perspective and personal experience. Here Nachman offers a spin on an
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understanding of truth, because he talks of a lev shalem bemet, a full heart of
truth. A Lev Shalem, a full heart, is a specific phrase and has unique
connotations.

The phrase appears a number of times throughout the bible, when King
David asks his son Solomon to serve God, Chronicles 28:9, and when Solomon
dedicates the Temple, | Kings 8:61 among them. Each of these instances, the lev
shalem suggests someone does work or approaches a situation with in complete
accord. Lev Shalem, suggest complete and total integrity, an approach to a
situation from a place of vulnerability. It is idolatrous kings who are viewed in the
bible as not having a lev shalem, | Kings 11:4, 15:3.

Yet, Nachman adds to this understanding of full heart, one of undivided
integrity, by saying lev shalem bemet; a heart full of integrity, vulnerability and also
honesty. It is those three words that Isaiah uses to tell King Hezekiah to pray for
healing, Isaiah 38:3. Which he does, he opens himself up, makes himself honest
and vulnerable, he cries and is healed.

It is this sort of encounter that Nachman wishes to recreate in every prayer.
We should approach prayer from a space of integrity, from a space of honesty, so

that our prayers too can be answered.

Kavvanah:
Nachman said, Do not confuse your prayers, do not make yourself cry, do not

distract yourself with false emotions, do not try to portray yourself in prayer as
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someone you are not.

This will only make it more difficult to pray with real emotion, true concentration
and honest intention.

Instead, focus on your prayers. Pray with your full heart. Maintain your whole self.
Pray with integrity.

If you experience emotions, that is great. If not, that is great too.

Prayer should be like talking with a close friend. You should be open and

vulnerable, and most importantly you should be yourself.
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Translation:
Rebbe Nachman said more on the subject of meditation, this was the path of

Rebbe Nachman of blessed memory; he was very enthusiastic about regular
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meditation, to set aside this prayer before God every single day.

He said, even if he cannot speak at all, even if he can only say one single thing,

this is also very good.

He said, Even if he are can only say a single thing, he should be strong in his
knowledge, to say this single thing over and over again without any measurable
pause, and even if he wears himself out by saying only this same thing day after
day, this is also good. He will be strong and brave, and continue to say this same
thing without number, until God has mercy on him, and opens his mouth, and he is

able to express his prayers.

Rebbe Nachman said, words have a lot of strength, a word has power that can not

be silenced, like a gun cannot be made not to shoot.

Then, he spoke of this, saying a lot on meditation, he spoke a lot on prayer and
said it in many wonderful different ways, strengthen us and give us enthusiasm, in
order to strengthen the many through meditation and prayer, with himself and with

his creator.

He said, it was his will that it should be for us to meditate the entirety of the day, to

spend all day on this, not every person can fulfill this understanding. However,
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they need to be commanded, that they should be on their faces, they can do only

an hour of meditation. This too is very good.

But, one whose heart is strong in God, and wants to accept for himself the yoke of
service of God. His will is to be all day in meditation. Our sages said, “Would that

a person pray all day long.” (Brachot 21)

Commentary:

In discussing the importance of developing a meditative practice, Nachman
shares a common theme seen throughout Jewish writing. He sets an ideal of
meditating all day, but then addresses the reality, of one who might not be able to
fulfill this ideal. That even though one might not be able to meditate all day, this
does not negate one’s need to develop a meditative practice, to meditate for an
hour. That too is good.

Nachman also lays out the process of Hitbonenut, chanting, as an
alternative to Hitbodedut, meditation. There are many stories of individuals who
are too young or lacking in education to fully engage in a traditional prayer service.
Instead, all of these stories share that engaging with a single letter, word or phrase
is as good as praying the entire service, if one has the correct intention and
feelings behind them. This is part of what Nachman is sharing here, that chanting
a single thing is good until you are able to chant more in the future.

One of the things Nachman does, which is different than other texts, is the
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desire to hold onto his ideal and encourage others to seek it out. The ideal is to
be in meditation all day, even if one cannot fulfill that ideal now, that should not

stop them from trying to reach it in the future.

One of the unique metaphors Nachman uses here is translated as “a word
has power that can not be silenced, like a gun cannot be made not to shoot.” The
exact translation is difficult to parse, but Nachman is making a larger point about
the power and importance of words, subject matter he expounds on in great detail
in other writings. The metaphor seems to be saying that words can have the same
impact as a gun, they have the power to impact others and they have the power to
permanently change the world. As such, it is incredibly important to consider how

we use words, to speak carefully, with intention and with practice.

Kavvanah:

Nachman said, “It should be for us to meditate the entirety of the day, to spend all
day in prayer.” But, “If you can only pray for an hour. This too is very good.”
Nachman said, “It should be for us to pray with all the words, to communicate all
the desires of our hearts” But, “If you cannot speak at all, or you can only say one

single thing, this is also very good.”

Nachman sets a goal in prayer, something difficult, but aspirational. Then he tells
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us we may never achieve it, but if we are working towards it, that is all we need to
be doing. We may never, most of us will never, spend all day in prayer, but we

can still aspire to it.

56



Likutei Moharan 2:120 2:120 TN ’DWP”?

127 ,12772 OW3 N712Y2 "1 3120 Y 1270 MY "7 190 1R WIND TN
12 R 7R 2" 9127 1Y 8P ,IN70n2 niag 1127 NYP POV XITY "1 1127
303 nivag WD 1127 P ,NIN2 oY Y7907 XY M2 TV poy? X9y

TED X7 12797V L INTRD "977Y 91T I "an2 TR UPRT Y 97y N)

" (592 NN oy Yoeny

2 W3 22 XA N2 OV 270maWD 17 MIRD IPRY 0y 2" 127 99 0N)
naw) 72727 031197 11NIA7 W) L( ©°27) NiY? TN XY Nl w3
92 .0 P27 TR ARR 92X LNiwY? T7n &Y (M0 PTI0 10 A" LAY
228 NI AT OXTD DNIK TaY? PP PRY 27207 NiNT TV XA
7 K 10X R 77002 03927 W07 .0y iy X0

172 1H2 Hrena ni 2iv ;7020 DWa? NPT X7 17907 IPY 72 M)
TR P327) TIN0 297 1K , 32 22Ty 1Y a’bbsnmz;: %933 0°27RY
PWIN 17 AP 132 IR 7307 oWT7 NP3 Mgy 72?'? 21371 ,779R7 71273
XYY 99R7 770 1707 2107 aTX 92 WY Namn) 1790 170 171737 Noi
NI PV ‘7:& 13’7 1NTOY N WIpTTIWH2 HeNTh 00200 1K 1970y (X233
oy -mn* alizpy ol rbbanmzz -bsm WY MY L I0Iw93 NivRT WD 1127 27
70207 §2 PRI TRIPON AITYY 03T 03T 72

WD YT W2 TE PR RPN T, TR0 WIPTTIWIR 13TY R 13
17902 90112 PV A1) R RITY 70 IR 7Y P Lnivna

07 '13) "IN W NiNT 92 D7¥N ,77u02 D717 DONRRT DOPTRT 23K
1:NINDT 22 27190 oY nivnn WDy ,nivng wns

Translation:

One from our group said to me, that this was the way of our sages of blessed
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memory, the work of God in their way. He understood the Sages, who busied
themselves with kavvanot in their prayer, Rebbe Nachman emphasized warned
them saying, do not busy yourself with these, do not pray with kavvanot, only pay
attention to the simple words. (Even though he taught them the words of the Ari,

he did not want them praying with kavvanot at all.)

Rebbe Nachman said to them, one who is not worthy of this, who prays with
kavvanot is like sorcery, because of sorcery it says, “do not learn to do”
(Deuteronomy 18:9) Our Rabbis explained, You so not learn in order to do “but

you may learn in order to understand and teach” (Shabbat 75a)

This is the understanding of kavvanot, is it not the same thing, you should not
study them but rather to understand and teach them, but not to use them, thus one

who is not fitting to do this, should not weave the Ari’s kavvanot into his prayer.

Rebbe Nachman said, because the essence of prayer is attachment to God, It
would be very good to pray in one's vernacular that they speak in. Because when
you pray in the language you speak in, your heart is close and attached more to
the words of prayer, and you are able to attach yourself more to God. However,
the men of the great assembly already established a prayer liturgy for us,
(because not everyone is able to order the prayer liturgy for oneself, clearly),

because of this we are obligated to prayer in the holy language as was formatted
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for us. But, the essence is to develop and concentrate on the basic meaning of
the words, this is the essence of prayer, to pray before God on everything, and to

draw yourself near and to attach yourself to God.

Thus, those that always speak in the holy language, like a Jerusalemite, does not
need to think about the meaning of the words, only to lend an ear to what you are

saying, this is the essence of kavvanot in prayer.

The true great tzaddikim, all the kavvanot of the Ari, are the meaning of the words.

That is, the way they meaning of the words includes the Kabbalistic meditations.

Commentary:

Rebbe Nachman’s primary point in section is the importance of the basic,
meaning of the prayers. He discourages the use of Rabbi Isaac Luria’s kavvanot,
instead he wants individuals to focus on the most basic meanings of the prayers.
That you can learn these kavvanot, but you should not use them during prayer,
because they create another concept to focus on, which makes it more difficult to
direct yourself and attach yourself to God. Which is the most important part of
prayer.

Nachman’s goal here is to simplify prayer; prayer is not supposed to be an
academic exercise. That is only accessible to those who have a deep background

and education in the complex themes surrounding the prayers. Instead, prayer
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should be straightforward and meaningful; accessible to all kinds of people with
varied backgrounds. There is plenty of meaning to be found simply in the words of
the prayer without overcomplicating them. That does not meaning people should
not study some of these complex meanings, should not study the kavvanot.
Instead, they should study them, but when going to pray, they should try to leave

those complex ideas behind.

Rebbe Nachman briefly lays out the two sides of an argument about what
language one should pray in. The everyday language you speak in, the
vernacular, or the holy language, Hebrew. The argument for the first is it is easier
to understand and provide intention behind the prayers if you pray in your
vernacular. The essence of prayer is directing your heart and achieving closeness
to God, this can be done more easily in a language you understand. The
argument for the second is that liturgy created and prayer by our ancestors is in
Hebrew. This liturgical prayer is what is commanded of us.

This two-fold argument is seen in a number of places throughout Jewish
thought. The Sages of the Talmud argue over what language one is allowed to
pray the Shema. The minority opinion says it must be in said in Hebrew, because
it is a fixed prayer. Which says, “These words shall be” (Deuteronomy 6:6),
meaning exactly these words. However, the majority opinion however, holds that
because it is about hearing any language you can hear and understand it in is

acceptable. (Talmud Brachot 15a)
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Nachman’s words echo this disagreement. It is here that | believe
Nachman might offer a distinction, you should pray in the liturgy in Hebrew,
because that is what was how the Rabbis who developed the liturgy created it. In
order to preserve the tradition and fulfill the obligation to prayer, you should pray in
Hebrew. However, when meditating, or composing your own prayers, praying in
your native language makes it easier to both composing these prayers and to
attach yourself to their meaning, creating a stronger and more meaningful

connection.

Kavvanah:

Nachman said, Do not busy yourself with the complicated intentions of prayer,
instead pray their simple meanings.

It is easy to over complicate our lives, to try to make prayer more complex than it
already is. Don’t do that. Make them as simple as possible, pray their most basic
meanings, with the greatest amount of intention you can find.

When you do this, you will be able to find connection. To the words of the prayers

and to the Divine.
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Translation:
Rebbe Nachman would strengthen his followers, when they would complain to

him, that they were very far from their prayer and it was difficult to pray. And he
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would strengthen them, and comfort them in different ways, that they should not

despair on this.

Nachman said, this is like the convert who merits reciting the words alone until
Baruch Shamar. Therefore, see him console him and gladden him, because on its

face he merits saying the words of prayer.

| also heard that he spoke with a simple person on the purpose of prayer, who had
a difficult time praying. Nachman gave him advice, he said to him, focus on your
heart, to pray only until Baruch Shamar, because perhaps he can focus only on a
section himself and pray it. Because if the first section he is able to pray with
focus, only the section until Baruch Shamar, he needs now to pray a section with
intention, Therefore, he can place all his energy on praying to Baruch Shamar.
And after he has reach Baruch Shamar, he should think, perhaps he can do the
next section, Baruch Shamar until Va'yevarekh David, and pray that section with

proper intention, and so on.

The rule — Do not confuse himself from the beginning with all the prayers, because
it will be difficult on him. Only strengthen himself to focus each time on a little bit,

because a little bit he can pray with focus, and afterwards a little bit more, etc.

Also, it has been explained, in truth the majority of people are not able to pray the
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entire prayer service with intention, only a small portion, because each one prays
a section according to their ability, because some are masters of the hands and

others are masters of feet, as explained elsewhere.

Commentary:

The section opens with a brief statement of the relationship between
Nachman and his followers. While only a few sentences in length, the opening is
significant because it reminds us that each of us struggles differently. Nachman
recognized this in his students and comforted and strengthened them differently
because of it.

Nachman is not known for having a particularly close relationship with his
students. He often tried to keep them students at a distance. Discouraging them
from relocated to be close to him. Instead of teaching and interacting with them
on a daily basis, he would encourage them to come visit three times a year during
specific holidays.

Even though his relationship with them was not particularly close, he knew
that each of them needed something different from him; a different kind of comfort,
different words of encouragement, different ways to strengthen their resolve. This
is true of us as well; we each struggle with prayer differently and we each need to
strengthen our resolve differently to continue find comfort and strength in prayer.
The bulk of the section, discusses the idea that it is difficult to maintain focus and

intention throughout the entirety of the prayer service. This is not a new idea for

64



Nachman, it is one he addresses elsewhere, including Likkutei 2:96, when he talks
of prayer the same words over and over again until you find new words to pray.
Here he recommends concentration and directing your intention for only a short
period of the entire service at a time; to approach each of the prayer sections

differently, focusing and finding meaning in each one separately.

Kavvanah:

It can be difficult to pay attention for a long period of time, to sit quietly and focus.
Especially, in an age of short attention spans, with constant distractions, focussing
and praying the entirety of the service is difficult.

Maintaining your focus is challenging.

Nachman said, “strengthen yourself to focus on a little bit.”

Focus only on a small part of the service at a time. Pay attention only for one
section.

He continued, “Afterwards a little bit more”

After you have focused on one section, take a breath, take a moment and
recommit your resolve to focus on the next section.

In this way, you will be able to focus through the entirely of the service, one

section at a time.
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Translation:

On the topic of strange thoughts during prayer:

It is already known, that each thought is a complete level, as it is brought.
Nachman said when a person stands and prays in order, and does not pay any

attention to the strange thoughts, he overcomes them and removes them, (this is

66



explained elsewhere, he does not need to focus on them at all, only to go in the
order of his prayers, without looking behind him, and because of this the thoughts
leave). Therefor, on the path of his prayers he defeats them, cutting of the hand of

one, cutting off the leg of another, and similarly with other limbs.

This is explained like in a war, when he needs to go between many murders and
ambushers, when he need to pass between them, therefore the path he walks on
defeats them, because this one cuts the hand off and defeats them, and this one

cuts off the leg and defeats them.

This is exactly like prayer, when he prays in order and does not think about
strange thoughts, so he defeats them, then he goes on the path of prayer and cuts
off the hand and the leg, etc, as | said above. Because each strange thought is
complete, as it is explained, when he strengthens himself to pray in order and

looks at them, thus he ignores them and he kills them one by one.
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Commentary:

Nachman addresses the idea of strange thoughts in prayer more
completely in Likkutei 1:96. There he talks of understanding where those thoughts
come from in order to defeat them. Here he adds the idea of simply not paying
them any attention to defeat them. These two separate ideas give different
strategies to overcome the distracting thoughts that can make it difficult to pray.
Some might find it comforting to simply ignore those thoughts. Others might find
ignoring them difficult and understanding where they come from in order to resolve
them later might be more meaningful and allow for better concentration during
prayer. Allowing for two different strategies to combat against these strange
thoughts, suggest that each of us prays differently and needs different things from
prayer. Developing our own practices is important as it allows for each of us to

find our own meaning.

Kavvanah:

You will find yourself distracted during prayer, strange thoughts will find you.
You will think about your grocery shopping, your responsibilities next week, what
you are going to have for dinner.

It will happen.

There is no avoiding it.

What you can change however, is how you deal with those thoughts.

Nachman of Bratslav offers two different ways to deal with these thoughts.
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First, ignore them.

Some of these strange thoughts can be ignored, you can move on from them, like
a passing car.

Look it is there, now it is gone.

Or, you can try to understand it, where does it come from. What is its purpose.
Take a moment to acknowledge it, to understand it, to deal with it

Then return to your prayers.

You will be distracted in your prayers, how you deal with those distractions is up to

you.
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