Do Mitzvot Need Kavanah?

Even if a person blows a shofar on Rosh Hashana for the musical enjoyment alone, Rava says he fulfills his mitzvah. The gemara (28a) infers from this statement that in general a person doesn’t need kavanah, specific intent, to discharge his obligation when performing mitzvot. However, the gemara (28b) later recounts that Rebi Zeira would instruct the person blowing the shofar to have “kavanah.” This seems to imply that Rebi Zeira argues and assumes that a person must have kavanah to fulfill his obligation. In fact, the Shulchan Aruch (OC 60:4) rules that a person must have kavanah, and if he didn’t have in mind to fulfill his obligation he must repeat the mitzvah. 

The Magen Avraham (60:3) explains, though, that this is only true for mitzvoth from the Torah. For rabbinic mitzvot, even though a person should try to have kavanah, if he forgets to have the proper intention, he still fulfills the mitzvah. Thus, if a person nowadays eats matzah on the first night of Pesach, which is still a mitzvah from the Torah, simply because he enjoys the taste, he hasn’t fulfilled his obligation and must eat again. However, if he eats marror, which is only a rabbinic mitzvah nowadays, simply because he enjoys the taste, he has fulfilled his rabbinic obligation even without any kavanah.


There are two possible explanations for the opinion of the Magen Avraham. Some explain that in fact we aren’t sure if we should pasken like Rebi Zeira who holds mitzvot need kavanah or like Rava who holds mitzvot don’t need kavanah. Since it is an unresolved question, when it comes to Torah mitzvot we are strict and require kavanah, but when it comes to rabbinic mitzvoth we are lenient and don’t require kavanah. Others explain that we definitely hold that Torah mitzvoth require kavanah. There is no doubt about that. Nevertheless, when the Chachamim instituted new rabbinic mitzvot they created a more lenient standard that the Torah’s requirements. Even though the Torah demands kavanah, the Rabbis never instituted such an obligation for their mitzvot.  


Tosafot (Succah 37a) write that even according to the opinion that mitzvot don’t require kavanah, if a person has specific intent to not fulfill the mitzvah than he doesn’t fulfill his obligation. They discuss this in the context of the proper way to say the beracha before taking the lulav and etrog. On the one hand, the beracha must come before the mitzvah of holding the lulav and etrog, yet on the other hand Tosafot assumes a person can’t make the beracha without the lulav already in his hands. To solve this problem, Tosafot suggests that a person should pick up the lulav and etrog, but have kavanah not to fulfill the mitzvah until after he says the beracha. This way he can have the lulav in his hands when he makes the beracha, but he will still be saying the beracha before he fulfills his obligation.

The Ritva argues and assumes that according to the opinion that doesn’t require kavanah, even negative kavanah doesn’t prevent a person from fulfilling the mitzvah. He brings a proof from our gemara. What is it?

