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Shemoneh esrei
Many years ago, davening wasn’t the same way it is today. 

Let’s take an imaginary Yid called Yerucham, and see how he davened:

Yerucham wakes up very early, as soon as he hears the first crow of the rooster. After getting dressed, 
Yerucham puts on his Tefillin and says Kriyas Shema. He feeds the animals, eats a light breakfast, 
then goes out to the field.

Yerucham carefully inspects the vineyards, then moves on to the wheat fields. As he is walking down 
the rows of golden wheat, he notices that insects are starting to nibble at the fresh sheaves of wheat! 
This could be a big problem for his crop.

Yerucham puts down his shovel. He turns to face east, and lifts up his eyes to Shomayim. In clear 
Lashon Kodesh, he says words of praise to Hashem. “Hashem is great, exalted, and holy! He creates 
the entire world and all that is in it. He gives every creation exactly what it needs.” Yerucham 
now asks Hashem for help. “Hashem, please protect my crop! Keep the insects and animals from 
destroying my fields so that I will have a good harvest this year.” Yerucham finishes off with thanks 
to Hashem. “Hashem has given me so many brachos! My large farm, many animals, my health, and 
my beautiful family. Thank You!” Yerucham has now done the mitzvah of tefillah. 

He davens again a few more times today, when he hears from his neighbor that wolves are trying to 
attack the local sheep, or when he hears that his daughter is getting sick. 

After a long day at work, Yerucham comes home as the sun is setting, to eat a meal with his family 
and to study some Torah. At nightfall, Yerucham again says Kriyas Shema. He feels very connected 
to Hashem, and knows that he can always turn to Him whenever he needs anything.

It used to be that whenever a person needed anything, he would simply stand before Hashem 
and daven. He would praise Hashem, ask for what he needed, and then thank Hashem for His 
kindness. That could be at any time of the day, and anywhere. There were no specific words to 
say, and no set time to ask.

But the Chachomim saw that this wasn’t working for everyone anymore. People didn’t know 
Lashon Kodesh well anymore, and they were not praising Hashem properly. They didn’t know 
how to speak to Hashem with kavod and ask for what they wanted in an appropriate way.

The Chachomim decided to set up a system for davening. This system would tell us when to 
daven, and which words to say. They carefully wrote the Shemoneh Esrei, 18 
brachos that a person should say three times a day. These brachos include praise 
for Hashem, requests for everything a person needs, and thanks to Hashem.

Since then, we all daven using the special words of the Anshei Kneses Hagedolah.



Shemoneh esrei
The Anshei Kneses Hagedolah, together with 
Ezra and his Beis Din, set up a  way of tefillah 
that would be the same for everyone. They gave 
us words to say so that we could ask Hashem for 
our needs and give Him proper praise, even if we 
don’t know Lashon Hakodesh.

The tefillah they set up was 18 (shemoneh-esrei) 
brachos.

The first three brachos are praise to Hashem. The 
middle brachos ask for the needs of a person, and 
of Klal Yisrael. The last three brachos are giving 
thanks to Hashem.

Having the words of these brachos written down 
made it possible for every person to daven to 
Hashem properly, and speak to Hashem with 
beautiful, kavodik words.

See Rambam, Hilchos Tefillah, perek alef



first Three Brachos 
of Shemoneh esrei

In Shemoneh Esrei, we ask Hashem for the things that we need.

We ask other people for things all the time. We might ask someone 
to pass us the juice, ask someone for advice, or ask someone if we can 
borrow a toy. But asking other people for things is not the same as the 
way we ask Hashem!

The Rashba writes that there are three main differences between the way 
we ask Hashem and the way we ask people:

1) When we ask a person for something, we ask because we feel they 
should help us. We feel that we deserve their help, and they should really 
do what we ask. But when we ask from Hashem, we know that Hashem 
doesn’t owe us anything! We ask Him to help us out of His kindness.

2) When we ask a person for help, we are hoping he can help us. We 
aren’t sure that he will really be able to, that he will have the money, 
the kochos, or the ideas. But we know that Hashem can do ANYTHING! 
When we ask from Hashem, we know that He definitely CAN give us 
what we are asking for.

3) When we go to a person to ask for something, we know he might say 
no. If he does, we will need to ask someone else instead. But when we 
are asking Hashem, we know that there is nobody else to ask! We need 
Hashem to answer us.

We hint to these three conditions in the first three brachos of Shemoneh 
Esrei. This way, before we ask Hashem for what we need, we are praising 
Hashem in these things, that make asking Hashem for our needs different 
than asking any person!

See Masechta Shel Tefillah p. 66, from Rashba on Avodah Zarah 7b



first Three Brachos 
of Shemoneh esrei

Asking Hashem is very different than asking a person. The first 
three brachos of Shemoneh Esrei hint to how we can rely on Hashem! 

1) Avos — The first bracha in Shemoneh Esrei asks Hashem to 
remember the zechus of the Avos, Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov. 
We may not deserve on our own that Hashem help us, but we hope 
He will help us in the zechus of the Avos, out of His chesed!

2) Gevuros — The second bracha in Shemoneh Esrei speaks about 
how Hashem is in charge of giving a person life. It reminds us that 
Hashem can do ANYTHING!

3) Kedushas Hashem — In this bracha (Ata Kadosh), we say that 
Hashem is the King over everything. Even the kochos of Hashem 
that make the world work with “nature” praise Hashem! Hashem 
is in charge of everything in the world, including nature. There is 
nobody to ask for help, only Hashem Himself.

By reminding ourselves of these three things before asking for our 
needs, we show that we know that we can rely only on Hashem!

(The Chovos Halevavos, when teaching about bitachon, says that these 
are things that are important to know in order to have proper bitachon 
in Hashem!)

See Masechta Shel Tefillah p. 66, from Rashba on Avodah Zarah 7b



ata chonen 
l'adam Daas

The Anshei Kneses Hagedolah set up the Shemoneh 
Esrei so that we would all be able to ask Hashem for 
our needs in a proper way. They first put three brachos 
of praise to Hashem, then 12 (later a 13th was added 
too!) brachos asking for the needs we have, and then 
the last three again praise and thank Hashem.

The very first thing we ask Hashem, after the three 
brachos of praise, is “Ata Chonein L’Adam Daas.” We ask 
Hashem to give us sechel. 

Why is that the very first thing we ask for? Is being 
able to understand things SO important that we need 
to ask for it first?

In a sicha said to kids at camp, the Rebbe explained one 
reason why: During Shemoneh Esrei, we will be asking 
Hashem for the things we need. But how will we know 
what is important and what to ask for? That’s why we 
first ask for sechel, that we will understand to daven for 
the right things!



Two kinds 
of Needs

The Chachomim put together Shemoneh Esrei as the 
main part of each tefillah. In Shemoneh Esrei, we ask 
Hashem for all of our needs.

Here is how the brachos of Shemoneh Esrei are organized:

- The first three and last three brachos of Shemoneh Esrei 
are praise to Hashem

- The middle 12 (now 13) brachos are what we ask from 
Hashem.

These middle brachos are split up into two sections as 
well: 

- First, we ask for our personal needs. These are the 
first six of the middle brachos.

- Then, we ask for what we need for all Yidden together, 
in the other six middle brachos.

What do we need for all Yidden together? We ask 
Hashem to return the status of Yidden to the way it 
used to be, so that we can again fulfill all of the mitzvos 
properly in Eretz Yisroel. In other words, these brachos 
ask Hashem to bring Moshiach!



hashiveinu
When the Anshei Kneses Hagedolah saw that many people didn’t 
know how to daven properly anymore, they set up a seder for 
davening so that everyone would speak to Hashem with the right 
kavod. The main part of the davening that they put together was 
Shemoneh Esrei. This is 18 (and later 19) brachos where we ask 
Hashem for everything we need.

The first three brachos are praise for Hashem, the middle 12 ask 
for the needs we have, and the last three again praise and thank 
Hashem.

The second bracha of Shemoneh Esrei that asks for our needs is 
“Hashiveinu Avinu.” In this bracha we ask Hashem to bring us 
close to the way of Torah.

This bracha is one of the two times in Shemoneh Esrei where 
we talk to Hashem as our Father. Just like a father has the 
achrayus to teach his children how to behave, we ask Hashem 
to show us how to act, so we can serve Him properly.


