
Experiencing Jewish Meditation: Texts and Practices
Course Overview

Every class will include interactive text study with discussion, and a guided meditative practice 
based on the texts explored.
 
Part I. Pardes, Shtika, Neshima - Setting the Stage of Jewish Meditation

In the first part of the course we will set the frame of our exploration of Jewish Meditation: what 
it means and what types of contexts and body-mind foci are conducive to it.

Session 1. Pardes: What is Jewish Meditation and why is it so unknown?

Pardes, meaning 'orchard,' is a term used in Judaism to describe the world of mystical 
experience. This introductory session will aim at providing an understanding of the field of 
Jewish meditation and providing an overview of the main schools and techniques. From a 
sociological approach as well as looking at Talmudic texts, we will get a clearer understanding of
the place of Jewish contemplative practices within Jewish culture, and what attitude is required 
of us when approaching them. 

Session 2. Shtika: The Gift of Silence
While Jews tend to jokingly describe themselves as a “talking people,” born out of a culture of 
chatter, silence is actually praised by Jewish sages. In this session, looking at sources in the 
Tanakh and the Talmud, we will explore these invitations to silence, and reflect on silence as a 
background conducive to any meditative practice.

Session 3. Neshima, Neshama: Feeling the Soul Breathe
Neshima in Hebrew is the breath. Neshama is the soul. Re-reading the chumash in Bereshit with 
the Midrash Rabbah and later commentaries, we will go back to one of the most basic essential 
Jewish mystical practices: meeting our soul and meeting the Divine, through feeling our breath.

Part II: Kavannah: Intention as the Heart of Jewish Meditation

In the second part of the course, we will explore one of the most basic Jewish Meditation 
concepts: Kavannah. Kavannah, “intention” or “direction,” speaks about one pointed presence. 
Through these three sessions we will explore various applications of kavannah, as dedicated 
presence in our everyday actions as well as in ritual and devotional contexts.



Session 4. Kavannah in Everyday Life: Mindfulness of the Divine, Mindfulness in our Actions
Intention in our actions in everyday life is central to the concept of Kavannah according to the 
Rambam. Close to the well-known contemporary concept of Mindfulness, kavannah becomes an 
art of life aiming at cultivating presence, but also awareness of the divine, as the Tehilim and the 
Proverbs (Mishlei) remind us.

Session 5. Kavannah in Ritual Life: Directing the Heart as a Preparation to Prayer
One of the oldest known sources of Jewish Meditation mentions Kavannah as a form of 
preparation for prayer. In this session, with the Talmud and Rabbi Nachman, we will explore and
experience Kavannah as a preparatory device for contemplative and liturgical practice.

Session 6. Kavannah in Tefillah and Tefillah as Hitbodedut: A Conversation with God
Hitbodedut, self-isolation, is one of the most well-known Jewish Meditation practices, and one of
the most famous teachings of Rabbi Nachman of Breslov. In this technique, isolating oneself is 
just the first step. The practice of self-isolation is about finding space so we can have an intimate 
encounter with ourselves and with the Divine. 

Part III. Hitbonenut - Contemplation as a Fundamental Concept in Jewish Meditation

In the third part of the course, we will explore one of the central concepts and practices in Jewish
meditation: Hitbonenut. Sometimes translated as self-understanding or self-inquiry, hitbonenut, 
understood as intellectual contemplation, consists in looking within us or around us to better 
realize and understand ourselves, the world and the divine.

Session 7. Hitbonenut as Self-Understanding: Trusting our Inner Wisdom
Moshe in the book of Devarim reminds us that the wisdom or Torah is already within us. It is 
such a concept that Maimonides as well as Rav Kook and the Baal Shem tov invite us to 
actualize through self-inquiry, reminding us that “where our thoughts are, there we are.”

Session 8. Hitbonenut through Hashkatah: Quieting the Ego to Transform our Character Traits
Hashkata, the technique of “quieting”, is one of the rare Jewish Meditation techniques of which 
we have an exhaustive written trace. In Derekh HaMelekh, a student of Rav Kalonymus Kalman 
Shapiro describes how the Admor m’Piaczesner was teaching this very deep Chassidic practice, 
aiming at helping the practitioner understand his own mind to clear his ego and improve his 
midot, character traits.

Session 9. Hitbonenut as Awareness of the Sacred: Seeing the Divine Through Nature
Hitbonenut is not just inner work. In his “Laws of the foundation of Torah”, Maimonides invites 
us to realize that God can be understood through contemplating nature. Later Jewish Sages, such 
as Rabbi Nachman or Rav Kook, will also put an emphasis on contemplating nature so we can 
feel and experience directly the Divine presence.


