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CULTIVATING AN UNDERSTANDING HEART —|'an 1%

Bnei Machshava Tova, Entry 8 —’n nix ,N11L NAwnNn 11
The Piaseczner Rebbe — Rav Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira

For many, the term “understanding heart” — j’2mn 27 — 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 | Kings 3:5,
“...HaShem appeared to Solomon in a dream at night and God said ‘Request what | 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 — Uniw 17 — 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 — 217
1'2n. In fact, in modern Hebrew, the Rabbinic term for funnel also means the outer ear — noJ1ax.

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 | 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 n2/0 nawnn.
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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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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.

.INIANYNN AXNIL,IAXA 197 WNINAWIN RIN,NAYNN 17 W' ,N2WNN DIY 872 ,KIN 1NIVNNEN7NNY nuwa
21N IN0IY 1700 NN X7 INIR IN9AT NN NIYAINNA,'D 1197 TV RINELIYR 29911 71200 X0JY NN
;N DM M2AT) 7' MmN n2man 'N2”7 nINemY T WK N NR DT ,NAWNAEIRGN NIRDIA AN 1IN0
7192 AWV, NIRT TIVEL,NRT TIVE,)A1 )2 2 NV, INNTN AN ,ANY %%9nn a1 (81,02
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 | need, with this, and further
with this and even further with this, help me.”
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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?
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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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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.
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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.
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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.”
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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.

<O| ) Elmad
1D N Access more Pardes learning at elmad.pardes.org



Hassidut — Spiritual Torah

PardesioT1o Yiscah Smith
Institute of Jewish Studies yiscahs@pardes.org.il

117 NN 1127 12 Nn21” ,02% 2V 020N ,A2% [NAWIE NNIIYNNA 1IVNN P1IWKR] N'NE]197 NNK DA NIR Y
7 N2 21p yniw "N 119% N2aN,'MITIA] XDD 197 NNV TRIv 1R 2197 0870 ?pM2 ninadl
Bring these thoughts up deliberately. And when your heart is aroused and broken, consider, “Why
should | break my heart and weep for nothing? Isn’t God before me? | am standing before the
Throne of His Glory. And so, | will cry to God, Who hears the sound of weeping.”
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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.
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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 — 'an 17 — 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.
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