
Necessary Preparations for Tefillah
 In our parsha we find several pesukim discussing the mitzvah of teshuva
and its tremendous power. This important mitzahv appears in Devarim 30:1-
 2: “And you shall call to mind… and you shall return to Hashem your G-d and
obey His voice according to all I command you today, you and your chil-
 dren, with all your heart and with all your soul.” Further, as well, (8): “And you
 shall return and obey the voice of Hashem.” And again (10): “For you shall
“.return to Hashem your G-d with your whole heart and your whole soul
The Rambam adds that the pasuk which follows (11): “For this command-
ment which I am commanding you today is not beyond you and not distant,” 
deals with the mitzvah  of teshuva as well.
We hope here to dwell on the special connection between teshuva and tefilla 
which is particularly expressed by the fact that many of our sages determine 
that before every prayer, one must contemplate upon one’s deeds and repent. 
Some of them even rely on the teaching of Chazal (Berachos 30b): “Earlier 
men of valor used to devote an hour before each prayer [session]. This hour 
was spent in preparation and repentance (`Maagalei Tzedek’ Vayishlach).

How does Teshuva Contribute to Prayer?
The basis and importance of teshuva as an aid to having one’s prayers re-
ceived can be found in the words of the Rambam (Hilchos Teshuva 7:7) re-
garding the power of teshuva. “How exalted is the act of teshuva! Just yes-
terday, a person was estranged from the G-d of Israel, as is written (Yeshaya 
59:6): `Your sins separate you from your G-d.’ He cries and is not answered, 
as is written (Yeshaya 65:24) ̀ Even if you increase your prayer I do not listen.’ 
And yet today, he is bonded to the Shechina, as is written (Devarim 4:4): `And 
you who cleave onto Hashem your G-d…’ and [when] he cries out, [he] is im-
mediately answered, as is written (Yeshaya 65:24), `And before they cry out, 
I will already respond.’ Furthermore, it is even desirous, as is written (Mala-
chi 3:4), `And the offering of Yehuda and Yerushalayim will be pleasing to 
Hashem as in the past…’”
R’ Aharon Kotler zt”l, the Lakewood Rosh Yeshiva, dwells upon the words 
of Chazal about the importance of preceding teshuva to tefilla and quotes 
Koheles (4:17): “Guard your feet when you walk to the House of Elokim.’ He 
interprets this as follows: Be heeful in advance and don’t be like those fools 
who bring sacrifices for their sins before they have repented their evil ways, 
in which case their sacrifice is not received with love…
R’ Aharon explained that regarding all the other mitzvos like tzitzis, lulav 
etc., no teshuva is required beforehand. But prayer is different, for if a per-
son wishes to make a request of the king, he will surely not appear before 
him in dirty clothing. How much more so is it unfit for a man to come be-
fore the King of kings soiled with sins. Not only will his request not be well 
received, but he will be rebuked for not being ashamed of appearing thus 
before the King!
He adds that in the shemone esrei, we ourselves testify and declare, “You are 
holy and Your Name is holy, and holy ones praise you daily.” In other words, 
all the heavenly host who praise Hashem are pure and holy so how, then, can 
we presume to stand in their midst in filthy garments, soiled with sin? There-
fore, he concludes, how greatly are we obligated to repent before standing 
in His presence in prayer (`Mishnas Rabi Aharon’ – Machshava Umussar, II 
p. 24).
The Chasam Sofer explains the pasuk which opens this essay on the parsha, 
“And you shall return to Hashem... and Hashem Your G-d will return…”, as 
follows: “If you repent, Hashem will accept your prayer and will gather you 
up from all the nations for a complete Redemption.”
Chazal were explicit as well, as we find in the Midrash `Osiyos d’R’ Akiva’ 

(see `Ohev Chessed’ Vayechi): “One who preceded prayer to repentance – 
[his prayer] is not considered prayer!”

The Gates of Teshuva are Always Open
Let us not think that repentance before prayer applies only to 

simple folk who don’t understand the full meaning of their prayers, since the 
Mabit has already said (in his `Beis Elokim’, chap. 17) that even if someone 
prayers with perfect concentration, he is still obligated to do teshuva before 
he begins prayer, since without it, his prayer will not be received.
We can find a basis for this in the words of the Midrash (Eicha Rabba chap. 
III) where Chazal say: “Prayer is likened to a mikve and teshuva is likened 
to the sea. hile a mikve is sometimes open and sometimes closed, similarly, 
the gates of tefilla are sometimes sealed and sometimes unlocked. But the 
ocean is always open, just as the gates of teshuva are always open.”
The Belzer Rebbe zt”l stated that by repenting before prayer, a person en-
ables his prayer to enter Heaven even if the gates of prayer are closed – via 
the gates of teshuva, which are always open (`Noam Dvarim’ Avodas Halev, 
chap. III).
The Maharsha explains why these gates are forever open (Yoma 83a), quot-
ing Chazal there, “How great is teshuva that it reaches until the Heavenly 
Throne!” While prayer requires the intercession of those angels appointed 
over the conveying of requests before Hashem, he says that teshuva is ac-
cepted before Hashem with no need for an interceder but rises directly to the 
Heavenly Throne. According to this, one can say that there is no comparison 
between something requiring an intermediary which has its set times of ac-
cessibility and something which reaches Hashem directly at all times and is 
ready and waiting for the salvation of Jewry. From here we can understand 
why it is so important to repent before beginning to pray (ibid).

 Why Teshuva is so Important Before Prayer
In the works of Chassidus we find several interesting explanations for the 
unique importance of preceding tefilla with teshuva. R’ Menachem Mendel 
of Vitebsk zt”l compared this to a man who strongly desires to meet with 
the king and present a certain request. But being a leper, contaminated from 
head to food, he is ejected from the palace gates. He happens to be very stub-
born, however, and wrestles with the guards with all his might, unwilling to 
give in.
When the king sees how determined he is to enter, he tells his servants to dis-
regard the ugly sores all over his body but to admit him, nevertheless, since 
he is so embittered and resolute to enter.
The same applies to someone who is full of sins. Under normal circum-
stances, his prayers should be rejected, but if he exerts himself to repent and 
forces his way into the presence of the King, desiring to see Him with all his 
heart and soul, Hashem instructs the angels to admit his prayers in spite of 
his many sores-sins (Kovetz `Oz Nidberu’ vol. 19 5740 p. 5).
R’ Y.D. of Lakewood explains this according to the unique halacha requiring 
one to don a special garment in honor of the prayers, but if one lacks such a 
garment, he still has a recourse – to repent and confess his sins, whereby he is 
considered to be wearing a new garment (`Ohel Yissachar’ p. 119).
The `Noam Megadim’ (Shmini)  interpreted this according the Chazal (Ze-
vachimn 7b) which explains why a korbon chatos precedes a korbon olah 
through a parable. When a person wishes to appear before the king, he pre-
pares a tribute, but before presenting it, he is well advised to have an advo-
cate present his case favorably. The same applies to sacrifices: one is ad-
vised to first bring the sin offering before the burnt offering, since before 
bringing the gift-tribute, it is worthwhile to appease and to repent.
Since prayer comes instead of sacrifices, before we present our prayer-of-
fering to Hashem, it is desirable for us to repent and thus appease Hashem 
for our deeds.
R’ Pinchos of Koritz zt”l presented this homiletically: The Halacha rules that 
an earthenware vessel which has become impure can only be purified 
by breaking it. Thus, too, a person who wishes to purify himself and 
approach prayer properly must purify himself. How? By breaking 
his heart through teshuva (ibid).
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Teshuva as a Condition for Acceptance of Prayers
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In the Pathways of Emunim: Amen and Prayer in this Parsha

A Weekly Leaflet from the House of  “Bnei Emunim”



Yom Kippur. The Beis Medrash of the Baal Shem 
Tov zy”o. The righteous R’ Dovid Forkas, a devoted 
adherent and favored disciple of the Baal Shem 
Tov, is about to lead the morning prayers, as he has 
been doing for many years, every Yom Kippur.
He puts on his white kittel, winds his gartel around 
his waist takes his place before the amud as al-
ways as he envelops himself in his talis. The atmo-
sphere is tense, everyone anticipating the moment 
that his tremulous voice will split the air in the Beis 
Medrash.
Silence reigns meanwhile. Suddenly the Baal 
Shem Tov’s voice thunders out, his words aimed 
at his disciple, the baal tefilla, in sharp rebuke and 
criticism, in front of everyone. The congregation 
is stunned.
“You lowly, insipid fellow! How do you dare ap-
proach that holy station? You should be utterly 
ashamed to stand before this holy congregation 
and presume to represent them on this holiest of 
days!”
R’ Dovid felt as if a pail of icy water had been 
poured over his head. The congregation felt deep 
compassion for the man so shamed and mortified 
in public.
R’ Dovid, himself, was petrified. He froze, eyes 
riveted on the floor. Melancholy thoughts raced 
through his mind. What terrible shortcoming had 
the tzaddik found in him, he wondered helplessly. 
Oh, my! I must do teshuva before I am worthy of 
standing before these people and leading them in 
prayer!
R’ Dovid took a few steps backward and left the 
amud shamefaced and brokenhearted. Just then, 
the Baal Shem Tov’s voice rang out once more.
“Go back to your place! Think before Whom you 
are standing: before the King of kings, Hakadosh 
Baruch Hu!”
R’ Dovid burst into tears. Cringing and bowed, his 
heart contorted with pain, his eyes riveted to the 
ground and tears cascading from them, weeping 
and sobbing, he stepped forward and began lead-
ing the prayers, his words interspersed with heart-
rending sobs. The congregation trembled.
He prayed feelingly, emotionally, thoroughly sub-
missive, that morning. And throughout that Yom 
Kippur, R’ Dovid remained before the amud until 
after ne’ila, culminating his heartbroken service 
of a full day, altogether drenched with his tears.
That Yom Kippur in the Baal Shem Tov’s Beis Me-

drash was never to be forgotten. The prayers 
had reached new heights. After ne’ila, after 

everyone went home to break their fast 
and begin preparations for Succos, R’ 

Dovid remained behind. When every-
one had left, he went to the home of 

his saintly Rebbe and knocked 

on the door, looking very crestfallen.
“Rebbe,” he said, when he was ushered into 
the presence of the Baal Shem Tov. “I repented 
throughout the day, with all my heart. Now please 
reveal to me what my terrible sin was, because it 
is still hidden from me. Where have I gone wrong? 
What am I meant to confess and regret?”
To his surprise, the Baal Shem Tov looked at him 
lovingly.
“You are pure and cleansed, my dear talmid!” he 
said. “I have found nothing amiss with you. But 
early this morning, before the prayers began, I 
suddenly saw many prosecutors coming to accuse 
the Jewish people. I didn’t know what to do! How 
could I mellow a harsh decree suspended over my 
people? How could I arouse them to do teshuva be-

fore we began the Yom Kippur tefilla? And then I 
remembered the holy words of Dovid Hamelech: 
`Hashem is close to the brokenhearted, and He de-
livers those whose spirits are depressed.’ I could 
find no other way but to break your heart so that 
you, in turn, could rouse your people to do teshuva 
before they prayed, as well. This was the only way 
that their prayers would effectively overcome all 
the pitfalls and surmount the barriers so that you 
could be victorious over those prosecutors and 
so that the prayers be favorably received before 
Hashem.
“You were an excellent interceder,” he summed 
up. “The prayers which emanated from the depths 
of your heart effectively served their purpose and 
were accepted favorably before Hashem” 

(`Rabi Yisrael Baal Shem Tov’ p. 105).
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A Broken Depressed Heart

Teshuva, Tefilla and Tzedaka
According to this principle, R’ Moshe Shmuel Shapira zt”l ex-

plained why, in the prayer `Unesane Tokef’  we declare: “And tes-
huva, tefilla and tzedaka annul the wicked decree,” whereas in Chazal 

(Koheles Rabba 5:6) the order is different: “Tefillah, tzedaka and teshuva.” 
In the Midrash, he explains, Chazal followed the order of the pasuk, but in 

our prayer, we use a more accurate order, where teshuva should logically 
precede prayer and charity so that it will elevate the prayer and charity of 
the sinners to the status of tzadikim – who have already repented (`Meged 
Tvuos Shemesh’ p. 26).

The Chazan’s Teshuva
The author of `Kaf Hachaim’ writes (Siman 53, Os 16) that preceding teshuva 
to tefilla is especially important with regards to the chazzan leading the 
prayers, upon whom the people are relying as their interceder. He quotes the 
incisive words of the Zohar (Vayikra 17b): A shaliach tzibbur who has sinned 
– woe unto the people who rely upon him and his [leading of the]prayers. 
Of such [sinful] chazanim it is said (Yeshaya 43:27): “And your interceders 
sinned against Me.”
He continues with a quote from Shir HaShirim (2:14): “Show me your visage; 
let me hear your voice.” Here, too, Shlomo Hamelech hints at a person’s obli-
gation to first mend his ways and improve his appearance to what it was in 
the beginning, before he sinned, and only afterwards can he make his voice 
heard before Hashem in prayer and beseeching. He continues with the pa-

suk, “For your voice is sweet and your appearance is pleas-
ant.” Hashem says, as it were, that when your appearance is 
as it was before [you sinned], then your voice will be pleasant 
before Me.”
Here is the fitting place to quote the words of the saintly R’ Aharon 
of Karlin zt”l who highlights the connection between the mitzvah of 
answering `Amen’ and the mitzvah of teshuva. Chazal said: “Whoever re-
sponds with `Amen’ with all his might -- the gates of Gan Eden are opened 
before him.” It does not state that they will be opened in the future tense but 
`are opened’ – immediately, relating to the gates of teshuva, for the `gates of 
Gan Eden’ are called `the gate of teshuva’” (`Beis Aharon’ Pesach Haggada).

Amen in the Parsha
Chazal say that Dovid Hamelech established the regulation that Jews re-
cite one hundred blessings so that they be saved from the epidemic in his 
time. We find in the Zohar and other places that the punishment of one who 
dismisses the importance of answering `Amen’ is severe. We can learn this 
from the wording of the pasuk in Vayelech (31:17): “And he shall say on that 
day, is it not because – al ki ain Hashem -- Hashem is not within me that these 
evil things have befallen to me.” The word ̀ al’ adds up to 100, while the words 
`ki ain’ add up to 91, which is the numerical value of `Amen’. This points to 
the fact that the lack of the full 100 blessing as well as the negligence in re-
sponding `Amen’ may lead, G”f, to “these evil things have befallen” (`Notrei 
Amen’ Vol. II, p. 295).
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Tales of Emunim: A story about Amen and Prayer
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New Website with Huge Selection of Material on `Amen' : www.bneyemunim.co.il

‡מן, כי ‚ם ‡ני מ‡מין.

בס"„

“When Jews in this world are careful in hearing 
the blessing from the mouth of the blesser and in 
answering `Amen’ with the proper kavana, how 
many doors of blessing are opened for them from 
Above, and how many good things in all of the 
worlds, and how much joy there is everywhere!”
What reward awaits Jews who cause all this?
When our enemies oppress and persecute Israel 
and they pray before their Creator to save them, 
a voice issues forth in all of the worlds, “Open 
the gates to admit a righteous people who are 
vigilant in their emunim -- loyalty.” Do not read  
`emunim’ but `amenim’ – who are vigilant in re-
sponding `Amen’ properly. And just as Jewry 
opened the gates of bounty, so will the gates of 
prayer be opened to them to receive their prayers.

משמרין לתתא  ישראל   "כד 
לבייהו לכוונא  אמן,   לאתבא 
פתחין כמה  דאצטריך,   כמה 
כמה לעילא,  להו  פתיחן   דברכאן 
עלמין, בכלהו  משתכחין   טבאן 
להו אגר  מאי  בכולא.  חדו   כמה 

לישראל דגרמין האי?

לישראל להו  דעאקין  בשעתא    
 ומצלן צלותא קמי מאריהון, קלא
כו (ישעיה  עלמין  בכלהו   מכרזא 
 ב) "פתחו שערים ויבוא גוי צדיק
 שומר אמונים" - אל תקרי אמונים
 אלא אמנים, כמה דישראל פתחין
השתא כך  דברכאן,  תערין   להו 

פתחו שערים ותתקבל תפלתם.

Dear Jew!
By reinforcing yourself in reciting the morning blessings with a partner

And responding `Amen’ with Kavana
You will merit, yourself, and bring merit to all of Jewry

For much bounty and deliverance
The gates of Heaven will be opened for our prayers

And we will merit to be blessed with a
Kesiva Vachasima Tova, AMEN

פתחו שערים ויבוא גוי צדיק שומר אמונים
During these holy days, when we cry out with all our heart that our 

prayers be received with compassion and favor, take note of the 
words of the Zohar in our parsha (Vayelech 285b):


