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Introduction to Shmone Esre:

Postures and Origins

Source Sheet by Hillel Broder

Berakhot 28b

MISHNAH Rabban Gamaliel says:

Every day one should pray the eighteen
[benedictions]. R. Joshua says: The
abstract of the eighteen [benedictions].

R. 'Akiba says: If his prayer is fluent in
his mouth, he should pray the eighteen ;
but if not, an abstract of the eighteen. R.
Eliezer says : If one makes his prayer a
fixed task, his prayer is not a supplication.
R. Joshua says : If one is journeying in a
place of danger, he should offer a short
prayer, saying : "Save, O Lord, Thy
people, the remnant of Israel ; in all times
of crisis may their needs be before Thee.
Blessed art Thou, O Lord, Who
hearkenest to prayer." If he is riding upon
an ass, he should alight and say the
Tefillah ; but if he is unable to alight, he
should turn his face [in the direction of
Jerusalem] If he is unable to turn his face,
he should direct his heart towards the
Holy of Holies. If he is journeying in a
ship or on a raft, he should direct his heart
towards the Holy of Holies. GEMARA
To what do these eighteen benedictions
correspond ? R. Hillel, the son of R.
Samuel b. Nahmani, said : They
correspond to the eighteen times the
Divine Name [JHWH] is mentioned by
David in the Psalm "Ascribe unto the
Lord, O ye sons of might" (Ps.xxix). Rab
Joseph said : They correspond to the
eighteen times the Divine Name is
mentioned in the Shema'. R. Tanhum said
in the name of R. Joshua b. Levi : They
correspond to the eighteen vertebrae in
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the spinal column. R. Tanhum also said
in the name of R. Joshua b. Levi : When
one says the Tefillah, he must bow until
all the vertebrae in the spine are loosened.
'Ulla said : [He must bow] until he sees a
ring [of flesh formed] opposite his heart.
R. Hannina said : If he lowered his head,
more than that is unnecessary. Raba said
: That is so, if it gives him pain [to bow
low] and he appears like one making
obeisance. As to those eighteen
benedictions — there are nineteen ! R.
Levi said : The benediction relating to
the Minim was subsequently instituted at
Jabneh. Corresponding to what was it
instituted? R. Levi said : According to
R. Hillel, the son of R. Samuel b.
Nahmani, it corresponds to "The God [el]
of glory thundereth" (Ps. xxix. 3) ;
according to Rab Joseph, it corresponds
to "One" in the Shema; according to R.
Tanhum in the name of R. Joshua b. Levi,
it corresponds to the small vertebra in the
spinal column. Our Rabbis have taught :
Simeon the Cotton-dealer arranged the
eighteen benedictions in order in the
presence of Rabban Gamaliel at Jabneh.
Rabban Gamaliel asked the Sages, "Is
there anyone who knows how to word the
benediction relating to the Minim?"
Samuel the Small stood up and worded it.
In the following year he had forgotten it,
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Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 95:1

(1) One should direct their feet next to
each other as though they are one, in
order to imitate that angels, as it says:
“their feet were straight feet” (Ezekiel
1:7), which is to say their feet appeared
as one foot. Rema: Some say when a
person stands to pray he/she should take
three steps forward in the way of coming
close and approaching a matter that must
be done.

Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 113:4

(4) One who is praying, he needs to bend
until all the vetebre in his spine are bent.
He should not bow from his hips, his

head should stay straight and submissive.

Mishnah Berurah 113:10

Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 104:1
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Megillah 17b

Our Rabbis taught: How do we know that
the blessing of the Patriarchs should be
said? Because it says, “Ascribe unto the
Lord the sons of might” (Psalms 29:1).
And from where do we know that we say
the blessing of mighty deeds? Because it
says, “Ascribe unto the Lord glory and
strength” (Psalms 29:1). And from where
do we know that we say sanctifications?
Because it says, “Ascribe unto the Lord
the glory due His name, worship the Lord
in the beauty of holiness.” (Psalms 29:2)
What reason did they have for saying
“understanding” after holiness? Because
it says, “They shall sanctify the Holy One
of Jacob and shall stand in awe of the
God of Israel” (Isaiah 29:23), and next to
this, “They also that err in spirit shall
come to understanding” (Isaiah 29:24).
What reason did they have for saying
“repentance” after “understanding”?
Because it is written, “Understanding
with their heart, they will repent and be
healed” (Isaiah 6:10). If that is the
reason, healing should be mentioned next
to repentance? Do not think such a thing,
since it is written, “And let him return to
the Lord and He will have compassion
upon him, and to our God, for He will
abundantly forgive” (Isaiah 55:7). But
what did you see to rely on this verse?
Rely rather on the other! There is written
another verse, “Who forgives all your
iniquity, who heals all your diseases, who
redeems your life from the pit”’(Psalms
103:3-4). This implies that redemption
and healing come after forgiveness. But it
is written, “And he will repent and be
healed”? That refers not to the healing of
sickness but to the healing [power] of
forgiveness. What reason did they have
for saying redemption in the seventh
blessing? Rava said: Because they
[Israel] are destined to be redeemed in
the seventh year [of the coming of the
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Messiah], therefore the mention of
redemption was placed in the seventh
blessing. But a Master has said, In the
sixth year will be thunder, in the seventh
wars, at the end of the seventh the son of
David will come? War is also the
beginning of redemption. What was their
reason for saying healing in the eighth
blessing? R. Aha said: Because
circumcision which requires healing is
given for the eighth day, therefore it was
placed in the eighth blessing. What was
their reason for saying the blessing of the
years ninth? R. Alexandri said: This was
directed against those who raise the
market price, as it is written, “Break the
arm of the wicked” (Psalms 10:15); and
when David said this, he said it in the
ninth Psalm. What was their reason for
saying the gathering of the exiles after
the blessing of the years? Because it is
written, “But you, O mountains of Israel,
you shall shoot forth your branches and
yield your fruit to your people Israel, for
they are at hand to come” (Ezekiel 36:8).
And when the exiles are gather, judgment
will be visited on the wicked, as it says,
“And I will turn my hand upon you and
purge away your dross as with lye”
(Isaiah 1:25) and it is written further,
“And I will restore your judges as at the
first” (Isiah 1:26). And when judgment is
visited on the wicked, apostates will
cease, and presumptuous sinners are
included with them, as it is written, “But
the destruction of the transgressors and of
the sinners shall be together, and they
that forsake the Lord shall be consumed”
(Isaiah 1:28). And when the transgressors
have disappeared, the horn of the
righteous will be exalted, as it is written,
“All the horns of the wicked also will |
cut off, but the horns of the righteous
shall be exalted” (Psalms 95:11). And
“righteous converts” are included with
the righteous, as it says, “Before the
hoary head rise up, and honor the face of
the elder”, and the text goes on, “And if a
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stranger sojourns with you” (Leviticus
19:32). And where is the horn of the
righteous exalted? In Jerusalem, as it
says, “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem,
may they prosper that love you” (Psalms
122:6). And when Jerusalem is built,
David will come, as it says,

Megillah 18a

“Afterwards the children of Israel shall
return and seek the Lord their God, and
David their king” (Hosea 3:5). And when
David comes, prayer will come, as it
says, “Even then will I bring them to my
holy mountain, and make them joyful in
my house of prayer” (Isaiah 56:7). And
when prayer has come, the Temple
service will come, as it says, “Their
burnt-offerings and their sacrifices shall
be acceptable upon my altar” (Isaiah
56:7). And when the Temple service
comes, thanksgiving will come, as it
says, “Whoever offers the sacrifice of
thanksgiving honors me” (Psalms 50:23).
What was their reason for saying the
priestly blessing after thanksgiving?
Because it is written, “And Aaron lifted
up his hands toward the people and
blessed them and he came down from
offering the sin-offering and the burnt-
offering and the peace-offerings”
(Leviticus 9:22).
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