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Just What Is  
a Berachah?

We are accustomed to thinking of a berachah as a blessing. 
When we ask someone for a berachah for something, 
our intent is that he/she should bless us so that our 

need or desire should be fulfilled. But what can be the meaning 
of baruch Attah Hashem (You, Hashem are blessed). Hashem is all-
perfect, lacking nothing. How can Hashem possibly be blessed?

Whenever we talk about the relationship between us and 
Hashem, our thinking becomes a bit cloudy. Hashem is infinite, 
beyond any comprehension by the finite human mind. We can 
know something about Hashem’s deeds and whatever He made 
known to us about Himself through His revelation to Moses and 
the other prophets. We use terms that are familiar to us because 
these are the only words we have, but we realize that they are 
imprecise.

We analogize our relationship to Hashem as that of a child to 
its father, and we speak of Hashem’s love for us as that of a father 
toward his child. A loving father takes great pleasure in giving to his 
children, and we are told that Hashem takes pleasure in giving to us. 
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Indeed, a loving father may give things to the child even if the latter 
does not deserve it, but the father must be careful that he does not 
reward bad behavior, because that would be detrimental to the child.

The Kabbalah teaches that there are conduits through which 
Hashem’s bounty to mankind flows. With our actions, we can safe-
guard these conduits’ remaining open or allow them to become 
obstructed. Berachos are the means to keep these conduits open.

The word baruch can mean “abundant,” and baruch Attah 
means that we are aware that Hashem is the abundant Source of 
everything in the world. A berachah is our acknowledgment of this 
fact. When we keep the channels open, we “enable” the bounty of 
Hashem to reach us.

Having said that, I will cite a rather cryptic passage of the 
Talmud (Berachos 7a).

R’ Yishmael ben Elisha (who was a Kohen Gadol) said, “Once 
when I entered the Holy of Holies to do the incense service, I saw 
Hashem, Lord of Hosts, sitting on a lofty throne, and He said to 
me, ‘Yishmael, my child, bless Me.’

“I said, ‘May it be Your will that Your mercies overwhelm 
Your anger, and that Your compassion dominate Your emotions. 
And that You should relate to Your children with compassion, and 
approach them with leniency beyond the letter of the law.’

“And Hashem nodded His approval.”

How are we to understand this incident?
The sefarim point out that Hashem is Melech HaMishpat, a King 

of Judgment. The Talmud says that the Heavenly reign is similar to 
the earthly reign (Berachos 58a); i.e., there is a court, complete with 
accusing angels and defending angels, and Hashem does not step 
beyond His laws. Although, as a loving Father, Hashem wishes to 
give His children all their wants and needs, He is bound by His 
principles of justice, and if His children are not deserving of His 
kindness, He will withhold His gifts, which causes Him anguish.

However, among Hashem’s principles is one that a tzaddik 
(righteous individual) has the power to annul a harsh decree, and 
Hashem will fulfill the decree of a tzaddik (Moed Katan 16b).
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Thus, Hashem wished to bestow kindness on His children, 
but was restricted from doing so because they were undeserving. 
When R’ Yishmael, who was a great tzaddik, blessed Hashem that 
He should relate to His children with leniency beyond the letter of 
the law, Hashem could do so without transgressing His principles 
of justice. Hashem indeed welcomed R’ Yishmael’s blessing.

The verse in Psalms, “Give strength unto Hashem” (68:35), 
means that we should acknowledge Hashem’s invincible might. 
However, some commentaries cite the Talmudic statement, “When 
Israel fulfills Hashem’s will, they add strength to Heaven” (Eichah 
Rabbah 1:35). While there is nothing that Hashem cannot do, there 
are some things that He does not do unless Israel’s fulfillment of 
Torah and mitzvos warrants it.

My father often related an episode concerning R’ Levi Yitzchak 
of Berditchev:

One Yom Kippur at Kol Nidrei, R’ Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev 
appeared very upset. He urged the members of the congregation to 
intensify their prayers. Satan had brought serious charges against 
the Jewish people, and there was a danger of a harsh judgment 
against them. At one point, his demeanor changed completely and 
his mood was cheerful. After the services he sent someone to call 
Leah Gittel, one of his congregants.

When Leah Gittel arrived, R’ Levi Yitzchak asked her what 
she had done that evening. Leah Gittel said, “For several years 
after our marriage, we had no children. Then Hashem blessed us 
with a child. I never took my eyes off the child, making sure that 
he was never harmed.

“On Erev Yom Kippur, I was in a quandary. I could not miss 
Kol Nidrei, but everyone was in shul, and I could not find anyone 
to watch the child. I fed him and tucked him into his crib and ran 
off to shul. Through the entire davening (prayer service), I was 
full of anxiety. What happened if the child cried, and was so active 
that he might have tipped over the crib? As soon as Kol Nidrei 
was over I ran home breathlessly, fearing the worst. When I came 
home, I found the baby sleeping peacefully. I was overcome with 
gratitude to Hashem, and I said ‘Ribbono shel Olam (Master of 
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the universe)! Just as You have given me nachas from my child, 
I wish You that You should have nachas from Your children.’ ”

“This woman’s sincere wish broke through Satan’s accusations, 
and the harsh judgment was averted.”

When we praise Hashem, our merits increase and we become 
more deserving, and Hashem can then bestow His kindness on us 
as He wishes  In this way, when we say baruch Attah, we are indeed 
blessing Hashem as R’ Yishmael did.

The Structure of  
a Berachah

When we begin to recite a berachah before we perform 
a mitzvah, we say, “ַאָּתה  Baruch Attah (Blessed ,ָּברּוְך 
are You),” speaking directly to Hashem (using the 

second-person pronoun) and we continue, “…ְּבִמְצוָֹתיו נּו  ִקְּדׁשָֽ  ,ֲאֶׁשר 
asher kidshanu bemitzvosov, Who has sanctified us with His mitzvos” 
(using the third-person pronoun), indirectly. We do not say “that 
You have sanctified us with Your mitzvos.” Why do we switch 
from addressing Hashem directly to addressing Him indirectly?

A number of commentaries explain that this is due to the two 
ways we relate to Hashem. We are absolutely certain of His exis-
tence, but we cannot know anything about Him. This is reflected in 
our addressing Him directly, knowing that He is present, but then 
acknowledging that anything we know about Hashem is indirect, 
made evident to us only by our knowledge of His deeds.

An ingenious explanation is given by Imrei Shmuel  When 
Hashem gave the Torah at Sinai, the Israelites heard only the first 
two commandments directly from Him: “I am Hashem, your G-d” 
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and “You shall have no other gods before Me.” They were in such 
great awe of hearing Hashem speak that they said to Moses, “We 
are afraid to hear the voice of Hashem. You listen to Hashem and 
convey His words to us.” Thus, the mitzvah to believe in Hashem’s 
existence we heard directly from Hashem, but all the remain-
ing mitzvos were conveyed via Moses; hence we received them 
indirectly  Therefore, we say, “baruch Attah,” addressing Hashem 
directly, but, “asher kidshanu bemitzvosov, Who has sanctified us 
with His mitzvos,” because we received the mitzvos indirectly, 
through Moses.

A rabbi was asked, “Are our prayers really heard?” He 
responded, “Do you listen?” Hashem certainly hears our prayers, 
but it is not so certain that we do.

We say, “Baruch Attah,” speaking to Hashem directly. If we 
listen to what we are saying, we are affirming that we are in the 
immediate presence of Hashem and are talking to Him. We indi-
cate this when we recite the berachah on a cup of coffee or a dish 
of ice cream no less than if we are in shul on Yom Kippur at Kol 
Nidrei  The Shulchan Aruch begins by alerting us that we are always 
in Hashem’s presence, and that we must behave accordingly. If 
we would only think about the words we say, how different our 
behavior would be!

 � The Names of Hashem

When we pronounce Hashem’s Name, we should be mindful 
that He is Master of the universe. We do not pronounce His Four-
Letter Name (Yud-Keh-Vav-Keh) — which means that Hashem is 
eternal; He was, is, and shall be forever — as it is written.

The Name Elokeinu means that Hashem is Almighty, All-
Powerful 

The Name “Melech HaOlam, King of the universe,” means 
not only that Hashem is the Creator, but is in absolute charge of 
everything in the universe, and we are His subjects. The sefarim 
point out that the word olam comes from the root that means “con-
cealed,” and that the universe is one huge concealment. Hashem 
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is everywhere in the universe, as the Kabbalah states, “He encom-
passes everything and is within everything.” However, we cannot 
see the nucleus of G-dliness that is within everything and sustains 
everything. We see only the physical object that is visible to our 
eyes. Our task is to learn to appreciate the true essence of every-
thing, which is Hashem, Who has concealed Himself in His works.

A Chassidic master was walking with his students when they 
came across a child who was crying. The master asked the 
child why he was crying, and the child said, “I was playing 
hide-and-seek with my friends. I hid myself, but after a while, 
they gave up and no one has come to find me.”

The master said to his students, “Can you appreciate the 
agony of Hashem, Who has concealed Himself in the world, 
but no one is really looking to find Him?”

When we recite a berachah and say Melech HaOlam, we should 
remember that it is our mission to find Hashem, Who is present 
everywhere, but is concealed in the olam.

The Precision  
of Berachos

T he Talmud discusses the precise structure of berachos  For 
example, some berachos are worded, “Who has sanctified 
us with His commandments and has commanded us to…” 

as with the berachah for the shofar, “has commanded us to hear the 
sound of the shofar.” Other berachos are worded, “has commanded 
us in regard to the elimination of chametz.” It is not clear why the 
wording is different. Tosafos say they have not found the reason 
for the different wording of the berachos (Pesachim 7b).
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There may be kabbalistic reasons for the wording of the bera-
chos. In one siddur, the number of words in each of the berachos 
of the Amidah is indicated. There may be reasons involving the 
gematria (numerical value) of the words. Also there may be signifi-
cance in the acronym of the words in a berachah. For example, the 
berachah for lighting the Chanukah candles is generally recited as 
-to kindle the Chanukah light. Some kabbalists sug ,ְלַהְדִליק ֵנר ֶׁשל ֲחֻנָּכה
gest eliminating the word ֶׁשל and instead saying ֲחֻנָּכה ֵנר    ְלַהְדִליק 
The meaning is the same; their rationale is that this wording pro-
vides the acronym נח’’ל, which represents ֹנֵצר ֶחֶסד ָלֲאָלִפים, Hashem 
extends His kindness to thousands of generations  This berachah, there-
fore, includes a prayer for Hashem’s chesed.

The sefarim tell us that each of the twelve tribes had its own 
nusach of tefillah (style of prayer service), much like each person 
having a key to one’s own house. A person of the tribe of Reuben 
did not pray the nusach of the tribe of Simon. When the Jews went 
into exile, the specificity of the nuschaos was lost. Yet, some people 
zealously protect the nusach that was traditional in their family.

Let me share with you a story in our family, showing how a 
nusach was protected.

Zeide Reb Motele was a grandson and student of R’ Yaakov 
Yisrael of Cherkassy, who was a son of the Maggid of 
Chernoble. The Twerski family, descendants of the Maggid of 
Chernoble, adhere to his nusach.

R’ Yaakov Yisrael married the daughter of R’ Dov of 
Lubavitch, and for two years had the privilege of being 
under the tutelage of the Alter Rebbe, R’ Shneur Zalman 
(author of Tanya). The Alter Rebbe said to the young R’ 
Yaakov Yisrael, “Now that you have married into our 
family, you will adopt the practice of saying ‘ki vanu 
bacharta’ in the Friday-night Kiddush, which is omitted in 
the Chernoble nusach.”

R’ Yaakov Yisrael was very bold, and said, “If the Alter 
Rebbe will adopt the practice of saying ‘veshamru’ before 
the Friday-night Amidah (which is omitted in the Chabad 
nusach), I will say, ‘ki vanu bacharta.’ ”
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The Alter Rebbe said, “Look, my son. My beard is too 
white for me to make changes now. As a concession, when 
my siddur is printed, I will include ‘veshamru.’ ”

And so it is that Chabad siddurim contain “veshamru,” 
but it is not recited.

Zeide Reb Motele followed the practice of saying “ki 
vanu bacharta” in Kiddush. When he became Rebbe of 
Hornosteipel, he went to his great-uncle, R’ Ahron of 
Chernoble, to be ordained as a Rebbe. R’ Ahron said, “I will 
give you semichah (rabbinical ordination), on the condition 
that you discontinue saying, ‘ki vanu bacharta.’ ”

The old chassidim related that on his first Shabbos as 
Rebbe in Hornosteipel, Zeide Reb Motele did say, “ki vanu 
bacharta,” but for the next forty years, omitted it. On the 
Shabbos before his death, he again said, “ki vanu bacharta.”

This story is presented to point out how careful the great tzad-
dikim were about each word of their tefillah. This should impress 
us with the importance of every word in our tefillah. Unfortunately, 
we too often fail to give adequate consideration to the words dur-
ing the course of our davening.

When a Berachah  
Is Not a Berachah

W hen a person steals wheat, grinds it into flour, kneads 
the dough, and tithes the challah, reciting the berachah 
for the tithing, that is not a berachah. Rather, one is 

angering Hashem (Bava Kamma 94a).
A mitzvah done dishonestly is not a mitzvah. Parashas Mishpa-

tim, which discusses fiscal laws, precedes Parashas Terumah, which 
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discusses the donations to the Mishkan, Tabernacle. One must 
observe the halachos regarding how one acquires funds in order 
for one’s tzedakah to be deemed a mitzvah.

Some people may have distorted ideas about Yiddishkeit; they 
may be meticulous about the standard of kashrus of their food, but 
may take liberties when it comes to money matters.

A man told the Chofetz Chaim that he was a shochet (ritual 
slaughterer), but planned to give up this position because 
of the awesome responsibility of slaughtering properly. Any 
minor negligence would result in his providing tereifah food 
to the public.

The Chofetz Chaim asked, “And what will you do for a 
living?”

The man said, “I plan to go into business.”
The Chofetz Chaim said, “Do you know the risks of doing 

aveiros when conducting business? If you are not completely 
honest about the merchandise you sell, that is a sin. If you 
speak negatively about a competitor, that is a sin. If you tell 
a customer, ‘This is the finest quality, I swear it,’ you may 
be in violation of the grave sin of swearing falsely. If you 
charge interest on a debt, that is a grave sin. If your weights 
or scale are not accurate, that is a sin.

“Tereifah food is indeed a serious aveirah, but do not 
think that going into business rather than being a shochet 
lessens the probability of doing aveiros.”

Unfortunately, some people’s religious values may be dis-
torted. They may not realize that reciting a berachah over food that 
was acquired dishonestly is an abomination.
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Who Has Sanctified Us 
With His Commandments

E very mitzvah is preceded by a berachah with the text, 
ְוִצָּונּו“ ְּבִמְצוָֹתיו,  ִקְּדָׁשנּו   Who has sanctified us with His ,ֲאֶׁשר 
commandments and has commanded us ….” This berachah 

is also recited on performance of mitzvos of rabbinic derivation. 
The Talmud explains that we may say that Hashem commanded 
this mitzvah by virtue of His commandment that we should 
observe the rulings of the Sages (Shabbos 23a) 

Why use the phrase, “Who has sanctified us with His com-
mandments”? Would it not have sufficed to say, “Who has com-
manded us to …”? The Vilna Gaon says that we should realize that 
performing the mitzvos can make one holy. Furthermore, inas-
much as the Talmud says that doing one mitzvah leads to doing 
another mitzvah (Ethics of the Fathers 4:2), we indicate that by doing 
this particular mitzvah, we hope to perform additional mitzvos.

If only we gave serious thought to what we say: Hashem has 
sanctified us. We are holy, and we should behave as is proper for 
holy people.

When I was a child and did something of which my father 
disapproved, he would say (in Yiddish), “Es past nisht, that doesn’t 
become you.” He did not tell me that I was bad. To the contrary, he 
was telling me that I am too good to do something that is beneath 
my dignity.

When one reprimands a child by telling him that he is bad, 
that can depress a child’s self-esteem. Telling him that he is too 
fine to do something that is beneath his dignity can elevate his 
self-esteem.

There are some mitzvos that are logical, which we would have 
performed even if the Torah had not instructed us to do, such as 
the mitzvah of returning a lost object to its owner. However, the 
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Talmud says that the reward for fulfilling a mitzvah that was com-
manded by Hashem is greater than that of fulfilling the mitzvah 
voluntarily (Kiddushin 31a). We therefore thank Hashem for com-
manding us to do the mitzvos.

The Rebbe of Kotzk said, “The reason one should avoid com-
mitting a sin is not because it is forbidden. Rather, a person should 
be so occupied with doing mitzvos that one simply has no time 
to commit a sin.”

The Amein Response

T he Talmud puts great emphasis on the importance of 
responding amein (amen) upon hearing a berachah  In fact, 
“One who responds ‘amein’ to a berachah is greater than 

the person who recited the berachah” (Berachos 53b). “If a person 
responds ‘amein’ with all his strength, the doors of Gan Eden are 
opened for him” (Shabbos 119b).

The reason that the one who responds amein is superior to 
the one who recites the berachah is because the latter has a per-
sonal benefit from the mitzvah he is doing or the food he is eating, 
whereas the response of amein is pure and sincere, without any 
personal gain.

The Shulchan Aruch states that a person should teach his 
young children to answer amein to a berachah, and that when a 
child responds with amein, he receives a portion of the World to 
Come (Orach Chaim 124). It is related that when the Baal Shem Tov 
served as an assistant in a cheder (Hebrew school), he would give 
the children candy and teach them to recite a berachah and then 
answer amein.

The meaning of amein varies with the nature of the berachah  If 
one hears a person recite the berachah before performing a mitzvah, 
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e.g., “Blessed is Hashem Who has sanctified us with His mitzvos
and has commanded us …,” the amein response means, “I affirm 
that this is true, and I am grateful that Hashem has chosen us 
as His people and has sanctified us with His mitzvos.” If it is in 
response to a berachah of praise, as for partaking of an earthly 
pleasure, the response means, “I, too, praise Hashem for this.” If 
it is a berachah for a plea, e.g., “Endow us graciously from Yourself 
with wisdom, insight, and discernment. Blessed are You, Hashem, 
gracious Giver of wisdom,” amein means, “I affirm this, and may 
it be Hashem’s will to grant the request.”

Although answering amein appears to be a simple thing, there 
are many halachos regarding the proper response (see Orach 
Chaim 124). If a person did not hear the berachah, but knows which 
berachah was said and when it was completed, one may answer 
amein. The source for this is the Talmudic description of a syna-
gogue in Alexandria, which was so huge that the people in the 
rear of the synagogue could not hear the shaliach tzibbur (one who 
leads the prayer service). The shammes (sexton) would wave a flag 
at the completion of a berachah, so that the people in the back 
could answer amein 
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