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CULTIVATING AN UNDERSTANDING HEART – ןיבמ בל   

Bnei Machshava Tova, Entry 8 – ׳ח תוא ,הבוט הבשחמ ינב  
The Piaseczner Rebbe – Rav Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira 

 
For many, the term “understanding heart” – ןיבמ בל  – conveys an impossible reality, a contradiction 
and even nonsense.  How can a heart understand?  Isn’t the domain of understanding and reason 
found in the mind?  Actually, what may be a surprise to many, the Jewish tradition, introduced this 
phenomenon within our very Biblical and Talmudic texts.   

After King Solomon assumes the leadership over the nation of Israel, we read in I Kings 3:5, 
“…HaShem appeared to Solomon in a dream at night and God said ‘Request what I should give you.’”  
Many err by assuming that King Solomon, being referred to as the wisest of all men, must have 
asked for wisdom.  In fact, he did not.  Perhaps he already possessed enough wisdom to request 
something much more important.  A few verses later, in 3:9, King Solomon answers, “May You grant 
Your servant an understanding heart – עמוש בל  – to judge Your people, to distinguish between good 
and evil…”  King Solomon intuited that he could only fulfill his Divinely granted mission as the 
anointed King, with God’s presence intact and revealed, if he were able to hear God’s people with 
his heart, understand them with his heart and judge them with his heart. 

In the Talmud, tractate Chagigah 3b, the Rabbis discuss the verse that directly precedes the Giving of 
the Torah at Mt. Sinai.  In Exodus 20:1, introducing the Ten Commandments, we read, “And God 
spoke all these words saying.”  The Rabbis were concerned how we are to hear “these words,” by 
what means are we to discern and to discriminate between two opposites as defined by Divine Law. 
Their answer is, “Make your ears so they resemble that of a funnel, (receiving the words at once and 
then slowly allowing them to pass through) and acquire for yourself an understanding heart – בל 

ןיבמ .  In fact, in modern Hebrew, the Rabbinic term for funnel also means the outer ear – תסכרפא .   

We understand from these two sources the high value Jewish tradition places on bringing 
understanding into the heart, considered by most as a cerebral activity occurring solely in the mind. 

From this perspective I would like to share the Piaseczner’s teaching on cultivating the spiritual 
practice of manifesting an understanding heart, whereby thoughts and feelings integrate into a 
harmonious blend.  This is part of cultivating a higher consciousness, a consciousness whereby we 
sense the Divine Presence in a visceral, immanent and palpable way – a הבוט הבשחמ . 

 

.  םהינש תמאב .תושגרתהו תוררועתה םגו ,הבשחמה לולכשו תובחרתה ונל םירסח םהינשו ונל םיצוחנ םירבד ינש
 . םה דחא םהש  

There are two things that we vitally need, yet both of which we lack.  One is that our mindfulness, 
our meditative awareness, needs to be broadened and improved; the other is that we need to 
experience inspirational awakenings and emotional openness of the heart.  In truth, these two are 
one. 
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.  בהלתמ לארשי שיאש העשב םאה ול רסח הבשחמו ןוימד ןיא לה',  ,  ללפתמו הרצ ךותמ ו"ח דמוע דחאש העשב יכ
. אל ?ול הרסח הבשחמ םיארונ םימיב  

When one prays during a time of suffering or great distress one does not lack any imagery or 
concentration.  Likewise, when a Jew prays passionately on the High Holidays, does the person lack 
focused concentration ?  Of course not. 

 
 . ותובהלתה בצמו ,ובצמ יפל שיגרמו בשוח אוה  , הבשחמ ול שי ,הבשחמ םוש אלב  , אוה ררועתמו בהלתמש העשב

.  קוחרו רתסנש ךלמה תא אל ותוא ראפמו הריתי תושגרתהב ה',  ,  ינפל דמוע אוהו וילא לשלתשנ דובכה אסכש האורו
'וכו הרובגהו הלודגה ' ,׳א םימיה ירבד( ״ ה ״ ךל ה :רמואו ויניע דגנ רשא '  תא קר ,חבשמו ראפמ תואסרפ יפלא ונממ

״.  יל השע  , תאז דועו ,תאז דועו ,ךכו ךכ יל השע  , ןמחרה בא  , יבא ״ )אי,טכ  :ללפתמ ןכו  
When a person is truly moved and inspired, he does not entertain any this-worldly thoughts.  
Instead, with a higher consciousness, all that he has in mind, all that he feels, is in accord with his 
situation, the situation of spiritual passion.  He sees the Throne of Glory brought all the way down to 
his level and that he now stands before God; and deeply moved, he praises God.  He is not praising 
and lauding some king hidden from him, thousands of miles away, but God who is right before his 
eyes.  He quotes the verse, “Yours, HaShem, is the greatness and the might (1 Chronicles 29:11), and 
then he prays, “My Father, compassionate Father, help me in all that I need, with this, and further 
with this and even further with this, help me.”  
 

כ"חא ה , אב אוה תינפוג הבשחמב בושש ןויכ ס פתלו הגישהל ,  ול רשפא יא תובהלתה תעשב שיש וז הבשחמש קר
.התלוז אלו  תובהלתהו תושגרתה לכ  , בושחל לוכי ןוימדו רויצ תלעב הבשחמ קר וז תינפוג הבשחמבו  . הניבהל

.  .תינפוג הבשחמב היתולועפ תא ןיבהל קירל עגית המלו איה הפוגמ ץוח שפנה תולגתה ןימ  , ילארשיה  
However, this consciousness that a person experiences during a time of spiritual passion is 
impossible to comprehend and grasp afterwards, since once again he employs his lower this-worldly 
consciousness to understand it.  But thinking in physical imagery can only analyze physical concepts, 
composed of form and image, and no other.  The emotional awakening and impassioned state that 
any Jew experiences is actually a type of revelation of the spirit, independent of the body.  
Therefore, why toil in vain trying to understand a spiritual experience by using thought limited to the 
physical world? 

 
ילמליא  תא ךכרל שיאה לוכי היה הרוהט הבשחמב תובהלתההו ,תובהלתהו תוררועתהב היולת הרוהט הבשחמ יכ ,

 , רתוי ררועתהלו ,  בהלתהל לוכי היה היקנ הבשחמ ול התיה ילמלאו  ,  ,היקנ רתוי ותבשחמ התיה דימת בהלתהלו ובל
.ותובהלתה תוררועתהו ותבשחמ תא לדגלו דובעל ,ילארשיה ךירצ .  ןכל םהינשב ול ומצע תא רישכמש ןמזו תע לכב  

Pure mindfulness depends on inspiration and fiery enthusiasm, and fiery enthusiasm depends on 
pure mindfulness.  Their existence is one of mutual interdependence. For if a person could soften 
his heart and always feel emotional stirrings and spiritual passion, his mindfulness would be 
increasingly pure and he would already begin to think more clearly and with enhanced focus.  And if 
a person possessed pure mindfulness, with a mind that is relaxed and alert, he would be able to 
attain the state of fiery awakening, to feel deeply and profoundly moved more often, whenever he 
chooses.  So, in order to nurture our connection with the Divine, a Jew needs to cultivate both of 
these:  Expansive mindfulness and feeling passionately with increased emotional awakenings, 
organically as one. 
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.  תוצע שפחנ בלה תובהלתה תא ררועל ךיא םג קר ,רבדל םיכירצ הבשחמה תובחרתה ןינעב דבל אל התעמ רומא  

.ונירא ו וצ דע וב ונעקשהש םהוזה לובג לעמ ונמצע תא םירהל ףוס לכ ףוס לכונש ונל רוזעיו וניניע ה ריאי ' ו ,תולובחתו  
Therefore, we must discuss not only how to broaden meditative thought, but also how to awaken 
the flame of the heart.  Let us seek out ideas and strategies, and may HaShem enlighten our eyes 
and help us so that in the end we will be able to raise ourselves up and beyond the lower 
consciousness, from the muck in which we are plunged that now envelopes us up to our necks.  

 
 ןיא השודק לש תוררועתהב הנושארב ליחתהל םא הנהו לש ופוג תיתחת לא תדרל וניכרד לא אנ בושנ ,םדאה תלוכיב

,  חתפמ איה ,תינפוג םא וליפא תוררועתה לכ רומאכ יכ  . תינפוג תוררועתהב אנ ליחתנו  . ותולעהל םשמו םדאה
 . שפנל  

If we are unable to begin our spiritual journey by awakening holiness directly, let us fall back on our 
approach of descending to the lowest point of a person’s physical self and raising him from there.  
Let us begin with the emotional awakening of excitement, regardless of how mundane the situation 
that gives rise to the excitement may be.  For, as has been mentioned, every awakening, even if 
derived from within the physical experience, is a key to the soul. 
 

 , רתוי האיצונו לדתשנ ןכל  . טעמ שפנה הלגתנ ךכ ןיב לבא ,ושפנמ ץוצינ תחתופ םלועה ירבדמ רבד תושגרתה לכ
ה'.  תא טעמ הלגמו תחתופ תינפוג תושגרתה םגש ךכש ןויכו ל הרוהט הבשחמו האריו הבהא ירבדב הילע קפרתנו

,  ,םש הרוסא רשא לזרבה ירעשל ץוחמ התוא אורקל ונבבל יחתפ לע קופדל המבו  . ליחתהל המב ונדיב שי רבכ ,ונישפנ
,  האריו הבהא הנומאב ילעפתהו ישגרתה הרוהט הדובע ' ה ״ תא ידבע יכל )ב,ה םירישה ריש( , "יתיער יתוחא יל יחתפ" 

.'תי ו ילא  
Every feeling that is connected to something of “this world” opens a spark of our soul, but with 
this our soul becomes revealed a little bit.  Let us then consciously draw her out even more.  Let us 
endear ourselves to her, greeting her with words of love, awe and pure God directed mindfulness.  
Since this feeling based on physicality, a simple daily event, has opened and revealed our soul a bit, 
we have something to begin with and we now have in our hands an access point to the soul.  Employ 
whatever sensation you are feeling.  With this feeling, visualize knocking upon the door of our heart, 
summoning her from behind the iron gates where she stands imprisoned. “Open for me, my 
beloved, my friend” (Song of Songs 5:2).  “Come forth to be in service to the Divine with purity, 
become excited with passion, become enthused, with faith, love and awe of the Blessed One.” 
 

,  רייצמו התוא רכוזש תע לכב רשא ,ו"ח ולש ומכ ול תעגונש ותלוז וא ומצע לש הגאד רבכ וילע רבע שיא לכ לשמל
. הכוב ףא  , שגרתמו ךכרתמ ובל  , ויניע ,  דגנל איה ולאכ קזח ןוימדב התוא  

For example, we all have worries about something in our own life or about someone who is deeply 
important to us, God forbid.  When we bring these troubles to mind and imagine them vividly, as 
though they stand before our eyes, our heart melts with emotion, and inside, we even weep. 
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״ יבל תא רובשל יל המלו ,  ,ךבל לע הלעת בל ןורבשו תוררועתהב ררועתת קר רשאכ היהו  . ךינפל התא םג ןתוא רייצ
.״ תויכב ה',  לוק עמוש ?  ינפל הכבא ,'תי ודובכ אסכ ינפל התע דמוע ינאו ינפל ' ה ?  אלה קירל תוכבלו  

Bring these thoughts up deliberately.  And when your heart is aroused and broken, consider, “Why 
should I break my heart and weep for nothing?  Isn’t God before me?  I am standing before the 
Throne of His Glory.  And so, I will cry to God, Who hears the sound of weeping.” 
 

,  תוכזו 'תי וינפל  , דובכה אסכ ינפל התע תילע ךיא  , רתויו רתוי קזחת  , ל"נה ל"ז ד"בארה תצע לש ןוימדו הבשחמבו
.הז ידי לע ךל הלעת הליעומ הלפת ךיא הארתו  . ןנחתהלו ללפתהל ךל הנותנ  

Then, utilizing the advice of the Ravad regarding thought and imagery (as taught previously), 
increasingly visualize stronger and stronger, that you have ascended and are standing before the 
Throne of Glory, before the Blessed One, where you have been given the privilege to pray and 
plead.  Then you will see what meaningful prayer you will experience as a result of this visualization.  
 

,  האריו הבהא הנומא אל ףא ורסחי הבשחמ אל תוררועתה אל  ,  ,ל"נכ היוצר הלפת לא הלעי וז תושגרתהו תורירמ ןמו
.׳ה  ל

Now, having immersed yourself in these bitter feelings, you will ascend to a worthy prayer, one that 
does not lack feeling and thought, as well as not lacking faith, love nor awe of HaShem. 
 
 
The cultivation of the understanding heart – ןיבמ בל  – now becomes the bridge from the lower 
consciousness to the higher consciousness.  In summary, the “lower consciousness,” is where one 
may be subject to the physical demands in the world, within the limitations of the five senses, 
leaving very little chance to sense the presence of the Divine.  The “higher consciousness,” occurs 
when one’s mind does not become closed and one’s heart does not become dulled, the space where 
instead of being subject to the natural forces in the physical world, one actually senses the Divine 
Presence in them. By realizing that this is not only when we pray and practice mitzvoth, we can 
actually become aware of the presence of God at all times in all places. 
 
Translations based on: “Conscious Community: A Guide to Inner Work”, Andrea Cohen-Keiner and 
“Experiencing the Divine: A Guide to Jewish Spiritual Practice & Community”, Yaacov David Shulman 
and Yiscah Smith’s understanding. 

Yiscah is a Jewish educator, spiritual activist and podcaster (Authentic Jewish Living with Yiscah) who 
addresses the spiritual practice of encountering the Divine spark within, the foundation of authentic 
living.  She teaches Jewish meditative practice and spiritual texts at Pardes and at Applied Jewish 
Spirituality. Yiscah provides as well spiritual mentoring to individuals seeking an awareness of the 
Divine spark within.  
 
THE PARDES INSTITUTE OF JEWISH STUDIES is an open, inclusive, diverse and intellectually 
challenging Jewish learning community based in Jerusalem with programs worldwide. Pardes 
cultivates a life-long love of Jewish learning, the Jewish people and Israel. Pardes inspires 
engagement in Jewish life — as communal and spiritual leaders, educators and active participants. 
For more information see www.pardes.org.il. 


