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DIGEST 

The present study is an examination of the Birkat 

HaMazon, the Grace-after-Meals in the Jewish liturgy. 

In its present form, the prayer consists of four major 

blessingsr Birkat Hazan, which acknowledges God as 

Providera Birkat HaAretz, which stresses the importance 

of the land; Boneh Yerushalayim, which appeals for the 

rebuilding of Jerusalem and the re-establishing of the 

Davidic kingdoma and HaTov, ve HaMetiv. which emphasizes 

God's continual goodness and the trust in a salvation 

dependent upon this goodness. The major thesis in this 

study is that the entire Birkat..J:!!.!a-!Q.!! was the product 

of a developmental process: the earliest stage may 

even be called a "prehistory" in which these separate 

themes embodied in the present Grace were independent 

unto themselves. Each was probably expressed before 

God through informally stated "praises" or "supplications", 

each form clearly varying in harmony with the spontaneous 

prayers of the people. However, while the thematic 

roots of these prayers may have originated during the 

Biblical period, only with the legislative discussions 

of the Tannaim and the Amoraim could we begin to trace 

the frame and content of these blessings wi"h any 

accuracy. For it was during this period that the 

benedictions were defined and their minimal requirements 

established. 
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This study devotes a full chapter to each of the 

four benedictions in Birkat HaMazon, treating each as 

an originally independent unit and examining the 

development and exi:ansion of each from the Talmudic 

references through the legislation of the JDSljor codes. 

The possible justifications for including each of the 

benedictions within the Grace have been considered, and 

the various attempts by commentators to fix the dating 

of these blessings have been reviewed in this work. A 

fifth chapter sketches the develoJlllent of the extant 

rites surviving in the sidd~ - from the earlier 

nusabim of Amram and Saadia to the more recent Ashkenazic 

and Sephardic rites in use today. Seven of these r ites 

are presented at the conclusion of the fifth chapter, 

enabling the reader to witness the development and 

the comparisons discussed in the body of this thesis. 

In drawing conclusions regarding each of the 

themes and benedictions in Birkat HaMazon, the author 

has been guided both by the wisdom of the early rabbis 

and also by the contemporary insights of liturgical 

scholars such a s Louis Finkelstein and Jose~h Heinemann. 

The fact that men inspired by the liturgy have been 

discussing Birkat HaMazon in the literature for almost 

two millenia testifies to the richness and importance 

of this blessing . It is our hope that this thesis will 

add in its own s mall way to the reader's a¥preciation 

of this dynamic l iturgical rite. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Because food is one of mankind's primary needs, 

man naturally felt compelled early in his religious 

developnent to acknowledge his god as the provider of 

this food by which his lif e was sustained. The present 

study investigates one such t hanksgivi ng prayer which 

developed within the Jewish traditions the Birkat 

Ha.Mazon, or Grace after meals. In its present form, 

the blessing is a highly specialized liturgical 

expression incorporating not only a thinksgiving to 

God for food, but also a benediction in praise of the 

land, a praye r for the r ebuilding of Jerusalem, and a 

concluding section recalling the Jew's per petual trust 

in the God of redemption and salvation. 

A. Originst t radi tional and contemporary 

perspectives. Birkat HaMazon which elevated the act 

of eating beyond a physiological necessity, achieved a 

liturgical status in rabbinic literature given to few 

other blessings. This high level of respect for the 

prayer was achieved in part by emphasizing its Biblical 

origins 1 

Our rabbis have taught: from where do we 
know that Birkat HaMazon is /derived/ from 
the Bible? As it is said (Dt. 8t10), "And 
thou shall eat and be satisfied and bless ••• "1 

this refers to Birkat HaZan (the first section 
of the Grace)s "the Lord thy God": [this refer§! 
to the Invitation; "for t he Land": to Birkat 
HaAretzs "the good" t to Boneh Yerushalayim, 
for so it states (Dt. Js25 ), "that goodly hill 
country and Lebanon" ; which He hath given thee"~ 
to HaTov veHaMetiv. 
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This passage led commentators to identify the 

recital of the Grace as one of the positive commandments 

ordained by the Torah. 2 Furthermore, by emphasizing 

that the Grace had been established from Scripture, 

the rabbis associated it with the Sh'ma and the Amidah. 

In a passage from the 'Babylonian Talmud, J 

••• our Mishna declares: "at his me~l he says 
the Grace after but not the Grace before". 
Quite soa but the reading of the Sh'ma 4 and 
the Grace after meals are ordained by the Torah ••• 

Similarly in the Mekhilta: 5 

••• And from where do we know that they say 
"Blessed art Thou O Lord our God and God of 
our fathers, God of Abraham, God of Isaac and 
God of Jacob ••• z? As it is said (Ex . ):15), 
"And God said moreover unto Moses: thou shalt 
say unto the children of Israel: the Lord , the 
God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God 
of Isaac and the God of Jacob Lfiath sp.nt me unto 
yoiJ." And from where do we know that they make 
a blessing over the food? As it is said (Dt. 8:10), 
"And you shall eat and be satisfied and bless 
[the Lord thy God !or the good land which He 
hath given the~. 

The rabbis also stressed the importance of Birkat 

HaMazon historically. That the rabbis were already 

aware of an historical development of the Grace is 

evident from the followinga 6 

Rav Nahman said: Moses fixed Birkat Hazan 
for Israel when the manna descended for them. 
Joshua instituted Birkat HaAret~ when they 
entered the land Lof Cana~David and Solomon 
instituted Bone!L_Yerushalayimi David instituted 
"for Israel Thy people and for Jerusalem Thy 
city", and Solomon instituted "for Thy great 
and holy Temple". HaTov veHaMetiv was in
stituted at Yavneh in connection with the 
slain of Betar, for Rav Matna saida on the 
day the slain of Betar were allowed burial, 
there was instituted in Yavneh the benediction 
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HaTov veHaMetiva HaTov because the bodies 
did not decompose; and HaMetiv _because they 
were allowed burial. 

Later commentators refined this historical 

analysis by suggesting that each section of the Grace 

was subject to its own process of developnent. In 

Sefer HaHinukh, 7 

••• Ezra and his court established [the blessing2Js 
and even though the rabbis said that Moses 
instituted Birkat Hazan, Joshua instituted 
Birkat HaAretz •• , they only meant with regard 
to the essence of the ideai but the [Specifi£7 
formulation of the blessing was set by Ezra 
and his Bet Din ••• 

It was understood, however, that once these 

formulations were established, no changes could be 

introduced: 

••• and it is unfitting to add or delete from 
their versions. The one who does make such 
changes is in error. 8 

This historical treatment of Birkat HaMazon re-

mained the accepted account until the present century. 

More recently, however, tools of textual criticism 

have been employed in the study of liturgical texts, 

and additional clues clarifying the process of development 

in prayers such as Birkat HaMaz5ill have been discovered 

in the rabbinic literature itself. This has resulted 

in a growing understanding and a heightened appreciation 

of the traditional benedictions. The present study is 

both a reassessment of the traditional texts from 

this point of v iew , and a consideration of the current 

advances already made in the field vis-~-vis the history 
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of the Grace. The attempt has been in this thesis to 

preserve the respect due the traditional approach to 

Birkat HaMazon by accepting the rabbinic understanding 

as an important dimension in the development of the 

blessing. 

In writing this thesis, the author has also 

weighed the contemporary contributions of Finkelstein9,lO 

and his examination of both the Grace and the Amidah. 

In an effort to reconstruct the earliest forms of 

these blessings and to establish the period during 

which these forms were first used, Finkelstein has 

assumed that 1) an "original" version of each blessing 

did exist: in cases where the Talmud recorded a 

blessing, this text was to be preferred as the most 

reliable indicator of the •earliest form"; and 2) that 

in comparing several versions of the same blessing, 

the shorter form would reflect more accurately this 

"original" version. Consistent with his theoretical 

position, Finkelstein has proposed the following tex't 

to have been the original Birkat HaMazona 11 

Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe 
who provides food for the whole world ~n goodness, 
lovingkindness and mercy. LBlessed art Thou O 
Lord who provides food for all~ 

We thank Thee O Lord our God in that Thou hast 
~ven to us as an inheritance a desirable land 
Lto eat from its fruits and to be satisfied 
:from its goodness17 12 
Blessed art Thou O Lord for the land and for the 
food. 
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Have mercy O Lord our God upon Israel Thy people 
and upon Jerusalem Thy city and upon Zion Thy 
holy dwelling place and upon Thy altar and upon 
Thy Temple. Blessed art Thou O Lord , Builder 
of Jerusalem. 

Blessed art Thou O Lord, King of the Universe, 
the Good and the One who does good. 

In recent years, Finkelstein ' s assumptions concerning 

the development of prayer forms have been seriously 

challenged. Highly critical of Finkelstein ' s "re

constructed texts", Heinemann lJ has offered a fresh 

approach to the understanding of the liturgy in the 

early rabbinic period. Emphasizing the prominent 

role of oral tradition , Heinemann discounts the 

"original authorship" model in favor of an evolutionary 

process in the hands of the general population. He 

argues as followss 

Jewish prayers were created originally not by 
the Rabbis in their academies, but spontaneously 
in the synagogues and prayer assembles of the 
people. Hence , they displayed from the outset 
a large variety of forms, styles and patterns, 
and only in the course of time did the Rabbis 
select some of these as "standard" prayers 
which became normative and obligatory for all .•. 
Even then the norms laid down applied only to 
the opening and concluding formulas of each 
prayer, while the text itself remained "free" 
and many different versions continued to exist 
side by side. Notwithstanding the views of L. 
Finkelstein and others, it is shown that in 
fact the basic prayers on the talmudic era 14 
did not have one single authoritative text . 

It is this insight which has guided the present 

author in his analysis of the rabbinic material germane 

to the development of Birkat Ha.Mazon. It is therefore, 

not a study which will result i n an alternate "re

constructed" text. Rather the thesis is an attempt 
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to present the variety of factors which may have played 

a role in the evolution of the Grace. 

B. Birkat Hal~azon , the altar and the table: the 

importance of Birkat HaMazon as a thanksgiving prayer 

may also be understood in terms of man's use of the 

altar to present his thanksgiving offering to his godr 15 

Primitive man brings the first fruit of all that 
is designed for food to the higher powers , 
especially to the Supr eme Father and Creator 
God: the firstlings of the fruits which he 
finds in the primeval forest, of the wild 
animals which he kills in the chase , of the 
harvest of his fields, of the yield of his 
herds, of the intoxicating liquors which he 
prepares . We find these offerings of first 
fruits all over the world ••• The first fruits 
are offered as a simple expression of reverence. 
acknowledgement, and gratitude, but the other 
conception of sacrifice can of course be easily 
connected with this quite different one. 

In this manner, the Mosaic tradition institution

alized the presentation of first fruits to God in 

connection with the harvest: 

And the Lord spoke unto Moses , saying: command 
the children of Israel and say unto t hem [tha~ 
My food which is presented unto Me for offerings 
made by fire, of a sweet savour unto Me, shall 
ye observe to offer unto Me in its due season. 
(Num. 281 1-2 ) 

Also in the day of t he first fruits, when ye 
bring a new meal offering unto the Lord in 
your feast of weeks, ye shall have a holy 
convocations ye shall do no manner of servile 
work: but ye shall present a burnt offering 
for a sweet savour unto the Lord. (Num. 28:26-27a) 

Initially these burnt offerings were permitted 

throughout the land, but as the sacrificial cult 

centralized in Jerusalem, 16 thanksgiving offerings to 
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God concentrated around the altar established in the 

Temple. And it was this altar. from which supplication 

and thanks were extended to God, which remained in 

the religious consciousness of the people even during 

the Exile. 

For example, the altar and the rites connected with 

it were important elements in Ezekiel's vision of a 

rebuilt Temple• l7 his description of the altar was 

"the table that is before the Lord". 18 The cessation 

of sacrifice during the Exile was also considered only 

a temporary condition by Second Isaiahs 

Even them will I bring to My holy mountain, 
And make them joyful in my house of prayer ; 
Their burnt offerings and their sacrifices 
Shall be acceptable upon Mine altar1 
For My house shall be called a house of 
prayer for all peoples. (Is . 56;7) 

Indeed the altar was reinstated during the Second 

Commonwealth 18 and remained in use during the first 
19 century, C. E. When the altar was ultimately 

destroyed by the Romans , the rabbis sought a sub

stitute vehicle whereby the people could acknowledge 

God as their provider, in a way symbolic of the altar. 

While prayer had become the appropriate replacement 

for sacrifice, the table was deemed a fitting altar

substitute: 21 

••• it is written, "the altar of wood three 
cubits high ••• and He said unto me, This is 
the table that is before the Lord {Ez. 41122)". 
Lifhe versi/ opens with "altar" and concludes 
with "table". R. Johanan and R. Eliezer both 
says so long as the Temple s tood, the altar 
used to atone for Israel; but now a man's table 
atones for him. 22 
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In the following Mishna, 2J the table was a gain 

likened to God ' s altar: 

R. Shimon says: if three have eaten at one table 
and have not spoken upon it matters of To11lh, it 
is as if they had eaten from sacrifices of the 
dead , as it is said (Is. 28s8) , "all tables are 
full of filthy vomit, without the All-Present 
{makom)" . But if three had eaten at one table 
and had spoken upon it matters of Torah, it 
is as if they had eaten at the table of the 
All-Present, blessed be He, as it is said 
(Ez . 41s22), "this is the table before the Lord" . 

The following commentary 24 to the Mishnaic 

passage testifies to the important role of Birkat 

HaMazon as understood by the rabbiss 

" • • • matters of Torah"a this refers to Birkat 
He.Mazon which they bless at the table and thus 
fulfil their obligation, for it is considered 
as if they had spoken upon it matters of Torah 
bind thereby eaten at the table of the All-Presen~. 

If the table indeed became as significant a symbol 

in the daily life of the Jew as the altar had once 

been , then the Grace which he recited at the conclusion 

of his meal became his daily thanksgiving offering. 

It has been the purpose of these introductory 

remarks to underscore the centrality of Birkat HaMazon 

in the religious expression of the Jewish people. 

However, the prayer also occupied a significant yet 

more technical place in the liturgical discussions of 

early rabbinic legislation. It is this dimension of 

the Grace that will be reviewed at length in the body 

of this thesis . 
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- 1 -

BIRKAT Ha ZAN 

In the Introduction , we noted a unique characteris tic 

of Birkat~~: that specific justification f or its 

content was found in Torah . Yet there is some confusion 

as to which part of Dt . 8:10 generated Birkat Hazan 

itself . In the Babylonian Talmud 1 the phrase "You 

shall eat and be sated , and you shall bless .. . " is 

the bas is for Birka t HaZan while " .. . the Lord your God ... " 

refers to Birkat HaZimmun, the preceding Invitation to 

'.i race . 

On the other hand , the Jerusalem Talmud 2 claims 

the opposite: " ..• and you shall bless .. . " i s the 

basis for Birkat HaZimmun while the following word s 

" ... the Lord your God . . . " refer to that which f ollows 

the I nvitation , i.e. Birkat P.a Zan. This latter ver s ion 

harmonizes the order of the I nvitation followed by 

t he prayers in the J race with the sequence of Dt . 8 :10 

itself. Further, this is the version a ppearing in the 

Tosephta, J i n the Tos ;aphoth, 4 in t he Mishne Torah, 5 

and in the Tur . 6 We are tempted to under$tand the 

Babylonian vers ion in the light of a s cribal error , 

although a possible impl ication of th e difference 

between the two Talmuds will be dis cussed below 

(Section J) . 

However , in the ma tter of t he I nvitation , the 

Talmud records a second tradition 7 in which the bas is 



for the Zimmun is found in a Psalms verse: 

Rabbi [.Judah haNasy said : "You shall eat 
and be sated , and you shall bless • . , " this 
is Birkat HaZan ; but the Invitation i s from 
"Wlagnify theLord with me. . ( Ps . )4 : 4) ." 

- 2 -

This statement by Rabbi seems to be emphasizing 

that a distinction be made between the Invitation and 

Birkat HaZan . Why any confusion may have occurred in 

the first place is not specified , althou_gh we might 

understand the probelm from an historical reconstruction. 

The Invitation (Birkat Ha Zimmun) is already discussed 

at length in the Mishna , 8 yet Birkat Hal\".azon i s 

never mentioned in these passag es , nor anywhere else . 

And while we don't suggest that the Grace was unknown 

to the Tannaim , i ts absence in the Mishna suggests 

that it had not been subjected to leg islative control . 

The Invitation, on the other hand , had probably enjoyed 

an independent existence in a more formal context , 

where rabbinic control was established. Such is the 

hypothesis offered by Alon and explored by Heinemann : 9 

that Birkat HaZimmun came into being in connection 

with the community meals of the havura- type . lO These 

meals were eaten by a quorum of men and according to 

fixed rules. Heinemann points out that the Zimmun 

formula was later extended to meals with l ess than ten 

people present ; and we must assume that , . +· in .. 1me, the 

Invitation was joined to the prayers - aftP.r-meal s 

spoken at these s maller gatherings. That '=ome confusion 
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must have occurred , then , during this process can be 

seen in a disagreement between Rav Nahman and Rav 

S.heshet: 11 

To what point does the benediction of Zimmun 
extend? Rav Nahman says: up to t he conclusion 
of "Let us bless , fI.e. to the end of the 
Invitation?": Rav Sheshet says: up to the 
conclusion of Hazan . 

If the Zimmun and Hazan could have been considered 

. 1 bl . 12 R Sh h t t . th a sing e essing - as av es e sugges s in e 

following discussion in the 3 emara, we can understand 

the purpose of Rabbi's statement (above). distinguishing 

the blessings on Biblical grounds . 

One obvious observati on resulting from this 

discussion, although one (to my knowledge) not 

generally emphasized , is that the rabbis gave the first 

blessing a name: lJ 

The rabbis taught: 
of Birkat HaMazon: 
Birkat Ha zan . •• 

this is the arrangment 
the fi r st blessing is 

We may assume , then , that 1) it had probabl y been 

in the l i turgical consciousness of the people in one 

form or another f or some time: 2) it had developed a 

degree of consistency that could be recognized and 

identified , even from one locale to the other; and 

J) it had apparently met certain requirements by which 

the rabbis could already give it a leg itimate status . 

I t was now in a position to be forged and tempered by 

the Amoraim , and later re - examined and refined by the 
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codifiers, reflecting its use by the people . The 

blessing , like the others in the Srace , was composed 

of smaller units, and many of these elements were 

considered in their own right. To understand the 

further development of Birkat HaZan , we must examine 

the treatment of each of its s ections in the literature. 

A. The opening benediction: In a Baraitha 14 

quoted by Rav I saac bar Shmuel bar Marta in the name of 

Rav , 

One is to open each and every blessing with 
"blessed" and to conclude with "blessed" , 
except the blessings over fruits , commandments 
fr.e . short blessing~ . one blessing which is 
joined immediately to the one preceding it, 
and the final blessing in the Sh ' ma . Some of 
these open with "blessed" and don ' t close with 
"blessed" ; others conclude ~ith "blfssed" and 
yet don ' t commence with "blessed" . 5 

The general principle is expressed by Rabbi Judan in the 

Jerusalem Tal mud : 16 

One opens short bl essing with "blessed" but 
does not conclude them with "blessed" . One 
opens long blessings with "blessed" and 
concludes them with "blessed". 

S ince , in the same chapter ,17 Birkat Hazan is 

characterized as a long blessing joined immediately to 

the Invitation preceding it , the opening blessing was 

not necessary. However , when less than three ate 

together , the Invitation was not used ; 18 Birkat HaZan 

no longer was a "joined" blessing . At these times , an 

opening beg inning with "blessed" was required. It seems 

clear that for some time the inclusion cf an opening 
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benediction for Birkat HaZan depended on the number who 

were eating together. That an opening benediction was 

eventually "fixed" to Birkat Hazan , regardless of the 

nwnber of people eating , is attested in the accompanying 

commentary: l9 

'A'hy does Birkat HaZan open with "blessed"? 
Behold ... if there were Zonl~ two to eat , 
there wouldn ' t be an I nvitation and Hazan 
would have to begin with "bl essed" . And 
because sometimes it did open with "blessed" , 
they fixed it with this openi ng f or all time. 

At what point point this opening "blessed" became 

a permanent part of Birkat HaZan is uncertain ; yet by 

the 14th century , its inclusion had become a leg i s lated 

matter in the Codes . 20 

While the s~urces require that Birkat Hazan open 

with "blessed", further details of the opening benediction 

are not g iven. ".:J e know, however , that in all versions 

available to date , 21 the benediction is complete : 

"Blessed art Thou , 0 Lord our God , King of the world ... " 

From the discussion that follows , we will conclude that 

this entire formula was also the product of a devel opmental 

process , and that Birkat Hazan may have had a shorter 

benediction ea rly in its history . Following this dis-

cussion , we will examine the specific implications of 

an early bless ing by Benjamin the Shepherd for the 

opening benediction of Birkat Hazan. 

B. ' Atah: The incluoion of ' Atah (You) as an 

address to ~ od in the second person occ;rrs in an early 



T 1 d . d. . 22 . 1 . d S h.rn l 23 ~ mu 1c 1scuss1on 1nvo vine Rav an ue : 

Rav said: one needs to say " ' A tah" , Shmuel 
said: one doesn ' t need to say Z"Blessed ariJ 
You", but only "Blessed is the Lord ..• " 

While the reason for the inclusion of ' atah was not 
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specified in the Talmudic passage , the rabbis attempt 

some explanation in the midrash to Psalms: 24 

Rav taught that in making a blessing , a man 
is required to say "Barukh ' atah Adonai " , 
for a blessing without the Lord ' s name is 
no bl essing , as it is Raid , "I have set the 
Lord always before me ." 25 

According to this midrash, the word 'atah is subsumed 

under the r equirement to mention the Divine Name. The 

author of Shibbole HaLeket 26 recognizes a further 

problem : with the introduction of ~tah , blessings 

are addressed to God at once in the second and the 

third persons. Thus, 

Rav said , "Blessed are You" , and Shmuel said , 
"Blessed be He" . Therefore the rabbis 
established the blessings according to both 
of them : "Bl essed are You" according to Rav ; 
",,, who has sanctified us .•• " according to 
Shmuel . 

The same probl em was also addressed by Abudurham: 27 

And the reason that they fixed the b enedictions 
in both the second and third persons is that 
the Holy One Blessed Be He is both revealed 
and hidden: revealed in his deeds and hidden 
in his ~ odliness ... " 

The problem of " ' atah " in benedh:tions which are 

followed invariably by an address to God in the third 

person has also been examined in the recent literature. 28 
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Heinemann , for example, begins with a consideration of 

Spanier ' s theory which proposed that the word ' atah was 

introduced late into the opening benediction formula at 

a time when it would have been no longer possible to 

change the third person elements. While agreeing with 

Spanier that the original pattern of the opening 

benedictions didn ' t include the word 'atah , Heinemann 

raises chronological objections to Spanier ' s theory . 

The pattern "Blessed are You . •. " followed by the third 

person reference to God i s already attested in the early 

literature. 29 Furthermore, regarding the differing 

views of Rav and Shmuel , Heinemann writes , 

" •. • one can in no way deduce that only Ldurin~ 
the first generation of Amorai!;l was the word 
' atah entered into the formula of the official 
benediction. Certainly it was an acceptable 
norm to say ' atah much earlier than this: yet 
there were a l so those who were accustomed to 
us e, on the side of the normative pattern , 
the formula "Blessed is God •.. " without ' atah: 
and thereby the division between Rav and 
Shmuel was whether or not to require the use 
of the normative version , and it alone. " (p . 53- 54) 

For our purposes , it i s noteworthy that the word 

' atah does not appear in the versions of a blessing by 

Ben jamin the Shepherd, to be discussed below. S ince his 

was understood as an acceptable alternat~ in the 

literature to Birkat Hazan, it is possible, at least for 

Hazan , that a benediction without the word ' atah 

remained a theoretically valid benediction . 

C. 0 Lord, our God : A r eference to the Divine 

.. 
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Name , in order to render a benediction valid , had been 

required probably by the beg inning of the Jrd century: JO 

Rav said: every blessing in which there is 
no reference to the Divine Name i;1not 
considered a LVali£7 blessing .. • 

Again , what form this reverence was to take was 

not specified. Nevertheless the identification of the 

Divine Name with the Tetragrammaton was already normative 

in the Mishna : 

• • . And they further ordained that one should 
greet his fellow by mentioning the name of 
God, as it is said, "And behold Boaz came 
from Bethlehem and said to the reapers , 
' Y-H- \'1 -H be with you '; and they answered 
him , 'may Y-H-W-H bless you' (Ruth 2 : 4) • . • 32 

••. In the Temple they uttered the Name as it 
was written , but in the provinces [they 
pronounced i,:Y' by its substitute word. JJ 

• • • And these are they who have no share in 
the world to come : he that says there is no 
resurrection ••• Abba Saul says, also he who 
utters the Divine Name according to its 
letters •.• 34 

In the Tosephta , 35 however , the following schema 

s uggests that reference to the Deity had not been 

limited to the Tetra~rammaton in the benediction 

formulas: 

A Tanna taught : He who beg ins a blessing 
with "Y-H" J6 and concludes it with "Y-H" -
behold, he is one of the average men ;-iie 
who beg ins with "EL" and ends with "EL" -
behold , he i s a boor ; he who begins With 
"Y=H." and ends with "EL" - behold , this 
is the way of the heretic . 

By recognizing that the text attempts to suppress 

the use of "EL• by associating it with "the heretics , 
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Finkelstein 37 explains the eventual disappearance of 

the term from opening benediction formulas . Ne are 

left with the following question , then: at what point 

in the development of the liturg ical berakha did the 

word Eloheynu (Our God) enter the benediction: 

Finkelstein again s uggests JS that Eloheynu , i n 

conjunction with the Tetragrammaton , was very early . 
.. 

It was later abandoned with the Tetragrammaton, only 

to be reintroduced during Akiba' s generation. He finds 

support in the f ollowing passage : 39 

Rabbi Tarfon says : Lfhis i s the text for 
the Ge' ullahy "He that r edeemed us and 
redeemed our fathers •.• "; Rabbi Akiba adds : 
" .. • therefore O Lord our God and God of' our 
f athers , bring us peace ... Bl essed art ~hou, 
0 Lord, who has redeemed Israel. " 

The phras e "O Lord , our '}od" i s not used by Akiba , 

however, either in the opening or closing benediction . 

Nor does Finkelstein pr esent real evidence for the us e 

of this phrase pr ior to Akiba . We thus must a s k 

whether the word Elohe;ynu may not have been f ixed in 

the opening benediction formula at a much later date 

than Rav ' s remark (Ber 40b) . In his work on Birkat 

HaI~azon , 4° Finkelstein conc ludes that the orig inal form 

of Birkat HaZa n read, "Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord our God, 

Ki ng of t he Uni verse, the one who feeds all the worl d 

with goodness , grace , and lovingkindness ," (see Intro-

duction ) . Even recognizing now that a search for " the 

orig inal f orm" is pointl ess , we s till question t he 
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validity of Finkelstein ' s including the phrase "O Lord, 

our ~ od" in the earl iest development of !3 irkat HaZa~ . 

D. Melekh Ha ' Olam: The dating of the apposition 

Mel ekh Ha'Ol am in the opening benediction has been 

studied extensively in recent literature. Weiss, 41 

for example, recognized a semantic developMent of the 

42 wor.d ' olam from its early Biblical meaning "forever" 

to its later rendering "the world" . 43 Transl ating 

Melekh Ha ' olam as "King of the wor ld" according to the 

later sense of the word, Weiss posited that this phrase 

may have been coined in benedictions as an anti-~ nostic 

polemical term . Yet this thesis is speculative in that 

Weiss was unable to date the inclusion of t he phrase 

i nto the benediction formulas with external evidence . 

In response to Weiss ' article , Heinemann 44 reasons 

that it was ins erted later, i n protest against Roman 

Emperor-worship . He notes that the phrase ft'ielekh Ha ' olam 

does not appear in the Amidah which underwent its final 

" editing" in Yavneh shortly after the destruction of the 

Temple . He inemann suggests then that the formula was 

probably not introduced before the early second century 

C. E. , at a time when the malkhiyYoth, a l so in protest 

against Roman Emperor-worship , were inserted into the 

New Year Amidah . 

A third v iew is offered by Roth 45 who proposed 

that the phrase Melekh Ha ' ol~ was introduced by the first 
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century Zealots , pos sibly after the fall of Jerusalem. 

Fundamental among the LZealoti7 was {their 
doctrine tha.:!]' the Jews had no sovereign other 
than God alone, and that the recognition of 
any earthly ruler .. . was therefore a cardinal 
sin . Would it not have been natural for them 
to introduce this conception into the most 
common prayer formula ..• ? (17J) 

Roth suggests that when the Zealots were absorbed 

by the Pharasee majority , certain of their doctrines 

may have been absorbed with them . A century and a half 

later, this " tradition" was preserved in the Talmudic 

text , 46 although by then its interpretation may have 

been more " transcendental than non- political", (?) 

Perhaps the most extensive review of r.~ clekh 

Ha ' olam was conducted by Wiesenberg . His two articles 47 , 48 

offer the reader an excell ent review both of benediction 

formulas in general in Talmudic literature , and also 

of the phrase Melekh Ha ' olam as it is distributed in the 

primary source material. But beyond that , he also 

arg ues for a later inclusion of Melekh Ha ' olam into 

the benediction formula (during the Gaonic or Saboraic 

periods) , challeng i ng the theses proposed by Weiss , 

Roth , and Heinemann . Refuting their arg uments , 

Wiesenberg wr i tes, 

It appears to me that t here is no warrant 
for e i ther of these ... assumptions . The 
liturgical Mel.ekh Ha ' olam may well denote 
"the Eternal King " . The ruling [_by Rabbi 
Yohana!!/7 on malkhuth was orig inally thought 
to concern other phrases denoting Divine 
kingship , of which there are a great many 
in the Jewish liturgy , whilst the introduction 



of the term Melekh Ha ' olam as statutory 
part of the opening berakhah formula 
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Wiesenber g first must demonstrate that the early 

Talmudic decision to include malkhuth in all blessings 

did not mean (\~ elekh Ha ' ol am but simply meant that some 

reference to God ' s "kingship" had to be mentioned in 

some way , somewhere in the body of each prayer . His 

fi r st argument , then , is built on his interpretation of 

a statement by Rabbi Yohanan: 

That is quite right-that according to Rav , 
who claims that a benediction which does 
not contain the Divine Name is no benediction . 
But what about Rabbi Yohanan who s~is that no 
blessing can be considered a LVali~blessing 
unless it contains a reference to the Divi ne 
Kingdom? .. . 50 

And a gain, 

Rav said: no blessing without the mention 
of the Divine Name is a /_Vali1J blessing ; 
Rabbi Yohanan said: no blessing without 
"kingship" can be considered a ZValiij 
blessing ... 51 

Wiesenberg offers a two - fold interpretation for 

these texts : 1. Rabbi Yohanan may feel that t he word 

"mel ekh" or "ha- melekh" by itself would be sufficient 

to satisfy the malkhuth r equirements . 52 Furthermore , 

a number of sources 53 , 54, 55 , 56 interpolated Benjamin 

the Shepherd ' s blessing (see below) to include the word 

"malkhah,57 satisfying Rabbi Yohanan ' s requirement . 
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inference, the blessings which are joined to the ones 

preceding them must als o be included in this rul ing. 58 

And since these " joined blessings" have no opening 

benediction , 59 hf iesenberg r easons that malkhut , 

especially in these cases , just r efers to a mention of 

"kingship" within the text proper or in the closing 

benediction of the blessing . For support , he submits 

that an acknowledgement of kingship occurs in almost 

all 60 "joined" blessings . Further , he notes that i n 

the Tosephta , 61 Judah haNasi requires a reference to 

kingship in "True and enduring . . . , " a " joined" blessing 

without an opening benedic tion following the Sh ' ma. 

Further evidence is found in the Avoth blessing of the 

Amidah . Although it contains no apparent reference to 

kingship , the Tosaphists 62 explain that kingship is to 

be understood in the phrase "'} od of Abraham" . 

In considering this argument, it should be noted 

that fourteen of the nineteen blessings ·in the Amidah 

do contain the root "m- 1 - kh" in the text. Heinemann 

however, rejects this evidence on two counts : 6J 1) He 

reads "rnalkhuth" with the Tosaphot 64 who assume that 

Rabbi Yohanan is speaki?".g about Melekh Ha 'olam in the 

opening benediction f ormula; 65 and 2) he notes that 

while Wiesenberg can find a large number of blessings 
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in the Amidah containing the root "m-1- kh " among 

current rites , this " eclectic" approach is inappropriate . 

It would be more valid to examine the number of 

references to kingship in any s ingle early rite. Such 

a review would show substantially fewer references to 

kingship i n the individual blessings. Furthermore , to 

explain the greater occurrence in today ' s versions , he 

answers that the root "m-1-kh" in the body ·of the 

blessings has been added much later , in the form of 

embellishments. 

·,1iesenberg ' s second argument for the later 

insertion of Melekh Ha 'olam into the benediction 

formulas is based on his translation of the word 
66 ha ' olam as " forever " in several Mishnaic passages. 

He reasons that if this were the meaning of ha ' olam in 

the early rabbinic period, then the phrase "King of the 

world" must have come into the liturgy later , when "olam" 

had acquired the meaning "world" . But even Wiesenberg 

had realized that there are instances where 'olam means 

"world" even in the Biblical period . 67 Secondly , the 

number of texts he produces from the Mishna is very 

limited and could by no means be considered representative . 

But most importantly , '."i iesenberg • s logic is simply 

unsound . Even if ' olam could mean "forever" in certain 

instances , this does not rule out the alternate 

meaning "world" in other places. Such , in fact , may well 
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have been the understanding of the term as employed in 

the benediction formulas, even at an early date. 

Finally, even reading Melekh Ha ' olam as "King forever" 

with ~Viesenberg , we are not precluded from assuming 

this understanding in an early benediction formula. 

Having reviewed the options for the dating of 

this last phrase in the benediction formula, we have 

thus examined each element in the opening benediction 

for Birkat HaZan. We may now consider Ben jamin the 

Shepherd ' s blessing and its implications for the 

requirements in HaZan . 

E. Benjamin the Shepherd ' s blessing : The Talmud 

d . . 68 f b d. t• b B . . records a iscussion o a ene ic ion y enJamin 

t he Shepherd that was accepted by Rav: 

Benjamin the Shepherd doubled (wrapped) a 
loaf and f "" id, "Blessed be the Mas ter of 
this bread. " R.av said that he had fulfilled 
his obligation. But hasn ' t Rav laid down 
that any benediction i n which God ' s name is 
not mentioned is no benediction? {!Je must 
supposy that he said , "Blessed be the All
Merciful , the Master of this bread ." But 
we require three blessings lin the Grac.Y . 
What did Rav mean by saying that he had 
fulfilled his obligation? He had fulfilled 
his obligation of t he first blessing. 

We must understand , then, that the Gemara accepts 

the benediction(s ) as a substitute for HaZan, even given 

the following conditions : 69 

a) the berakhah beg ins with "Bl essed": however , 

b ) the word " 'atah " does not appear in either 

vers ion ; 
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c) the normal Tetragrammaton , the term satisfying 

the requirement of "mentioning :J od ' s name " 

does not occur , (al though the words "the All -

flierciful" are accepted later as a substitute ; 7o 

d) there is no mention of kingship; 

e) it is a short bless ing , which has no clos ing 

formula , by definition . 

But this entire Talmudic passage i s rather curious . 

It is cited in the Gemara to M. Ber . 6 . 2 which discusses 

the short bless ings (those with no clos ing benediction) 

recited before eating fruits. The Mi s hna considers each 

bless i ng in the foll owing way : 

a ) the type of food to be eaten i s identi fied ; 

b) the blessing is suggested ; 

c ) the decision is g iven: the bless ing either 

"does fulfil " or "does not fulfil " one ' s 

obligation . 

The account of the shepherd ' s blessing is identical 

in structure : 

a) he doubled (wrapped) the l oaf; 

b) he recited the bl essing ; 

c) Rav makes the decision: he f ulfils his obligation. 

I t seems reasonable to assume then , that Rav knew 

of this bless ing as a short blessing to be recited befor e 

partaking of the loaf , 7l and he accepted its val idity 

onlx in this light . That Rav considered this bless ing 
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as a substitute for Birka t Hal\r.azon (after a meal) , or 

even Birkat Hazan , is indeed questionable! Yet there 

is a further reason to doubt that this benediction was 

orig inally intended a s a substitute for Birkat HaZan : 

for not only does the editor present a variant ( edited? ) 

text of the blessing to satisfy Rav ' s own-requirement 

that all blessings mention God' s• name. Even the 

deci s ion by Rav itself is extrapolated , sc .. tisfying the 

editor ' s own objection that the Grace requires three 

separate blessi ngs . In both examples , the editor has 

pres~nted a textual modification which this writer feels 

may be anachronistic and not to have originated with 

Rav. But of course the later l iterature had to reflect 

the understanding in the Gemara, that Benjamin the 

Shepherd 's blessing was in fact an acceptable substitute 

for Birkat HaZan . Yet by the time the bles sing reached 

the Tur , 72 its text had been altered again to include a 

mention of kingship: 

• . . and if one hadn 't said Birkat HaZa n but 
had said in its place , "Blessed be the All
£11erciful One , the King , the Master of this 
bread ," he would have fulfilled his obligation 
to say Dirkat Hazan. 

And in the 1Jth century , ?J it had become neces sary 

to "seal" this blessing too with a closing "Blessed" . 

We are led to believe then , that early in the history 

of Birkat HaZan , "' atah", the Tetragrammaton and mention 

of kingship may not have been necessary conditions in 

the benediction of Birkat Ha Zan . A benediction of some 
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kind beginning with "Blessed" was required , but decisions 

regarding other elements of the benediction were as yet 

not binding. Only later did the element of kingship 

become essential ; and finally the closing benediction 

was legislated , providing the shepherd ' s blessing with 

the elements required in Birkat HaZan proper . It is 

to the closing benediction of Birkat Hazan then we now 

turn . 

F . The closing benediction : In discussing the 

proper form of the bl essings to precede and follow the 

reading of the Sh ' ma , the Mishna states the following 

principle : 74 

~Jhere fthe rabbiy order to say a long benediction , 
it is not permissible to say a short one; 
LV/here they ordei/ to say a short benediction , 
it is not permissible to say a long one . 
BJhere they ordei/ to "seal" a benediction , 
it i s not J?ermissible not to "seal" ; t_Where 
they orderf not to "seal" , it is not 
permissible to "seal". 

Furthermore , it will be recalled that a short 

blessing is one which does not contain a concluding 

benediction beg inning with "Blessed". Given that 

Birkat HaZan has been identified as a long blessing , 

i t would follow that a closing benediction would be 

required , and that wi t tiout t he clos ing benediction , the 

blessing would be invalid. 

Yet we recognized above that the version of 

Ben j amin the Shepherd ' s blessing , acceptable to Rav, 

contained no closing benediction: i.e ., it was a short 
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blessing . Accepting this form, by implication, would 

have defined Birkat HaZan as a short blessing. Not 

until the 1Jth century was an objection raised : 75 

Rashba , basing his arg ument on the definition of a 

" long" blessing , wrote, . 

. • • he does not fulfil his obligation unless 
he opens with a benediction and concludes 
with a benediction, in that the first blessing 
in Birkat HaMazon is a " long" blessing ; 
therefore , it is necessary that one will 
say , "Blessed be the All- Merciful , the 
Master of this bread . Blessed be the All 
Merciful who g ives food to a ll." 

Thus while neither the Tur 76 nor the Shulhan 

Aruh 77 reject the shepherd ' s blessing in its short 

form , the commentary Magen Avraham 78 to the Shul ban 

Arub suggests that the following version of Benjamin ' s 

blessing is acceptable, and only af ter the fact : 

"Blessed be the All-Merciful, the Master , 
the King of the world ( ! ) who gives this 
bread , and through his abundant goodness , 
we have neither lacked - nor will we lack -
fat of the wheat . 79 Blessed be All
Merciful , the One who g ives food to all 
i n its time •.• " 

On the whole, however , this argument in development 

may have been rather academic . For in all J5 rites 

examined by Finkelstein , 80 not one excluded the 

concluding benediction. While Rav ' s acceptance of 

Benjamin the Shepherd ' s blessing was understood by the 

rabbis as theoretical acceptance of the "short" form , 

the population , as recorded ir. the liturgy, never 
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translated it into practice . 

Having concluded our examination of the benediction 

formulas vis -a-vis Birkat HaZan , we now review the 

remaining el ements of the blessing discussed in the 

literature . 

,., .., . The One who fe eds : While the halakhic material 

applies the appellative HaZan ( "the One who feeds " ) to 

the first blessing , there is little in the l egal 

literature explaining the use of the ter m. There is a 

reference , however , in the Midrash which refers to this 

attribute of God more specifically : 81 

A king of flesh and blood who i s standing i n 
[the midst of/ war i s unable to feed or replenish 
s upplies for his soldiers ; but t he Holy One 
Blessed Be He i s not of this kind : r ather, 
" the Lord is a Man of War (Ex . 15 : 3) " in that 
he wages war in Egypt ; "The Lord is his name" 
in that He feeds and provides for all the 
inhabitants of the earth , as it is said , " .. . 
and hath a ~livered us from our adversaries .. . 
Who g iveth bread to a ll flesh , for his mercy 
endureth forever ," (Ps . 136:24- 25) . .. 

rt . Blessed be the One who satisfies the hungry, 

Blessed be the One who gives water to the thirsty ... " 

While this phrase does occur rarely in a few existing 

. t 82 . t . . h ri es , i never appear s as a r equirement in t e 

literature . On the contrary , in t he Cod es 83 it is 

considered an unacceptabl e addition : 

There are those who add and say , "Blessed be 
the One who sat i sfies the hungry, Blessed be 
the One who g ives water to the thirsty , Blessed 
art Thou 0 Lord , our r od, King of the world, etc . 
.• . "; and this is not to be said , for it is not 
part of the formula of the blessing ; and those 
who "add" [to the r egular benedictio!!l' are 'to be 
reprimanded . 

-
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It is reasonable to assume that the negative 

sanction with regard to this verse was in response to 

its use by the Karaites. And since the words "There are 

those who add and say •.. " refers not only to the 

Karaites but to Jews themselves who had included the 

verse in their Grace , this is one example ~f the rabbis 

attempting to eliminate an otherwise acceptable reference 

to God in order to distinguish between Jewish and 

sectarian practices . Nevertheless , the tradition of 

saying "Blessed be the One who satisfies hunger, etc ... . " 

was not totally suppressed. 
84 Note the following commentary 

accompanying the ruling above a 

In Mordecai at the end of Berakhot it is written 
under Sefer Pardes that when one blesses alone 
£<ind therefore no invitation is useQl, he 
s houldn ' t say it. [_Si] it seems from his words 
that when one says Birkat HaZimmun (Invitation) , 
he does~a it; and-Yn Or Hayyim it is written 
that"Zeven the one who blesses by himself says 
it ; Ll)ut the rabbis say not to say it at all. 

Apparently those who continued to use the verse in 

the Grace still disagreed over whether or not one should 

say the verse when blessing without the Invitation. The 

confusion seems to be based on the placement of the 

verse itself , between the Invitation and the opening 

benediction to Birkat Hazan. If the verse WP.re an 

integral part of Birkat HaZimmun , then it woul d not , of 

course, be recited if less than t hree were eating 

together . If , however, the verse were considered , instead , 

part of the opening benediction - or at least joined to 
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it - it would be permissible even without the Invitation . 

This appears to be the understanding in the Tur, inasmuch 

as it insists that "[the versiJ is not part of the formula 

of Birkat HaZan" and therefore, should not be "added " to 

it. 

r . Ps . 1)6 125 and the word imanu (with us): The 

only occurrences of the word imanu suffixed to Ps . 1)6 :25 

in Birkat HaZan are in a genizah fragment reproduced by 

Finkelstein 85 and later in the Mahzor Vitri . 86 Notably , 

imanu is not discussed in this context by the Talmud; 

neither is it included in the siddurim of Amram ~aon or 

Saadia Gaon ; J\1aimonides likewise omitted imanu (as well 

as Ps . 1)6: 25). Yet the practice of including the word 

was not unknown to the commentators: 87 

••. The Rosh used to say , " ... for his loving
kindnes~dures forever ( Ps . 1J6 :25b ) ," and he 
didn ' t say "with us " because his lovingkindness 
is not with all living beings . 

On the other hand, in Shibbole HaLeket~ 88 we read 

what appears to be a midrashic justification for the 

insertion of imanu : 

There are those who explain i!'l "Arve Pesahim" 
that God sits in t he heights of thP. world and 
apportions food to all his creatures from the 
horns of the wild oxen to the eggs of the fleas, 
";for his lovingkindness endures forever imanu 
(with us ) ... " 

The difference between these texts is based on the 

connotative understanding of the word imanu . I n the Tur , 

it is read with a particularistic thrust , and probabl y 
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considered inappropriate therefore, in Birkat Hazan with 

its universalistic appeal . However . the second text , 

reading a universal intent into the word, would see no 

trouble with the inclusion of imanu in Birkat HaZan on 

these grounds . Regardless. the strong opposition to 

the word was sufficient. Its inclusion which was first 

seen in a Palestinian rite was never accepted in any of 

the Babylonian versions, even though Ps. 136:25 remains 

in some form in almost all rites 89 since the 16th century. 

J. food has never failed us : In Birkat Hazan , 

the commentators discuss only one point of grarnmar . 90 

Of concern is the root }) - s - r which means "to lack" in 

the pa ' al 9l construction and ••to give less" in the :ei ' el 

construction. The commentators suggest only that 

requires for the purposes of grammatical consistency . 

It would seem that the alternate ways to "point" 

the root b-s-r have little or no consequence . No 

decisions are rendered in the commentaries, and in fact 

the root itself is not mentioned in the t ext of the 

Codes . We no~e . 92 however , that the use of 9 - s - r in 

the Ea ' al emphasizes the brea9_ which , because of r od ' s 

goodness ( /~llil l) was not lacking 93 - nor will be lacking -

for us . This is the version found in most of the rites 

t oday . On the other hand , the use of })-s-r in the Ei ' e l 

emphasizes 3 od who , in his goodness , has not g iven us -
nor will He give us - less bread (than we need) , This 
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version is found in the Palestinian genizah fragments as 

well as in the current Yemenite versions . This rather 

subtle difference may imply a more general intent of 

Birkat HaZan itself. Is it a blessing of the food 

provided by God , or is it a recognition of God who 

provides the food? In response to this speculation, we 

may shed some light on the use of the verse , "You shall 

eat and be sated and bless the Lord your God ..• (Dt. 8:10)". 

As the Babylonian Talmud explained , Birkat HaZan 

was generated by the phrase , "You shall eat and be 

sated and you shall bless • •• , " while the Jerusalem 

Talmud explained that Birkat HaZan was generated by " 

the Lord your God ••• " Could it be that in early Pal es tine , 

it was considered improper to emphasize the food more 

than the God who produced the food, whereas in Babylonia , 

there was a ~reater emphasis on the food in the blessing , 

while the major emphasis on God was recited in the 

Invitation generated by " ... the Lord your God •. . " ? 94 

K. Thou openest Thy hand, 2.nd sa tisfiest every 

living thing with favor (Ps . 145:16): The emergence 

of this verse into Birkat HaZan i s a late phenomenon if 

we cons ider that its inclusion wasn ' t discussed even in 

the Codes . The first to comment on this verse was the 

author of the Kolbo.95 His position is also quoted in 

Karo ' s comment to the Tur 96 in which the Kolbo ' s 

position is rejected : 
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It i s written in the Kolbo that there are those 
who say that one shouldn ' t say, "as it is written , 
Thou openest Thy hand, and satisfiest every living 
thing with favor" ; rather one should just sign 
"Blessed art Thou who feedest all," without any 
other verse . And the reason that [the Kolb~ 
feels so is that Lfle would as_!Y how can we br ing 
a verse that David said and Lfnclude i~ among 
the words of Moses? But this doesn ' t have to 
be the case . 

Karo is not convinced of the caution against 

anachronistic inserts and may in fact be echoing the 

decision of Maimonides 97 to include the verse in his 

version. And indeed the verse remains in all available 

Sephardic rites since the 14th century. 98 Further , we 

find that while the verse a ppeared first in one of the 

geniza manuscripts 99 and is reproduced later i n th e 

Mahz.Q£ Vitri, the vers e is absent in the siddurim of both 

Amram Jaon and Saadia Gaon. One may speculate that the 

rabbis also dropped t his verse in oppos ition to the 

Kar aite practice of structuring the whole "; race from 

Biblical passages , many of them from the book of Psalms . 

Saadia, for example , was an ardent polemicist in the 

1 . h K "t lOO d ·1· . t " P 145 16 batt e against t e arai es , an e 1m1na ing s . : 

would have been an appropriate and consistent statement 

in the creation of his own siddur. 
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CHAPTER II 

BIRK.AT HaARErz 

The literature refers to the second blessing in 

Birkat HaMazon consistently as Birkat HaAretz : 1 

The rabbis taught: this is the order of the 
1race: .•. the second fblessingl is Birkat 
HaAretz . .. 

Further, there is clear agreement 2 that the 

blessing is generated by that part of the verse Dt. 8 : 10 , 

", .. and bless the Lord thy 3 od for the good land ... " 

Nevertheless, the ~ emara does not record the actual text 

of the bl essing: as in our revi ew of Birkat Hazan , we 

must assume either that 1) an "essential " Birkat H::o..A retz 

was already well established in the liturgy ; or 2) Birkat 

HaAretz was being recited in a number of forms and 

variations prior to its consideration in the Talmud. 

As we examine the discussions of the rabbis , we will 

incline toward the latteri that theirs was an attempt 

to unify the existing versions by leg islating basic 

patterns and - in some instances - certai n of the words 

themselves . 

Because there is no opening benediction in Birkat 

HaAretz (see end of this chapter), we begin our review by 

examining the " thanksgiving " leg islation. 

A. Thanksgiving : The requirement that "thanks 

giving be a part of Birkat HaAretz was established in 
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the following Baraitha J and supported in the later 

literature : 

R. Abba says : one must mention thanksg iving 
in LBirkat HaAret~ at the beginning and at 
the conclusion ; and he who shortens [the Gracy 
must not omit more than one of them , for 
whoever omits more than one of them i s to be 
reprimanded . 

The commentators agreed with R. Abba, but they 

were more rigid in the application of his ruling . For 

example , Maimonides , 4 although he quotes the preceding 

Baraitha , does not include the option to elimi nate one 

of the " thanksgivings ", The Tur 5 likewise , omits this 

part of the Baraitha i n its legislation. And by the 

time the Shulban Arup was written, the regulation 

regarding " thanksgiving" was not mentioned - presumably 

because " thanksgiving" had finally become establ i shed in 

the liturgy as an unal t erable element i n Birkat HaAretz . 6 

We have seen in the previous chapter that the 

rabbis often left unspecified the actual wording of a 

concept r equired in a blessing . We have assumed that 

these early authorities accepted some degree of variation 

in the expression of s uch concepts; and yet we know that 

a term s uch as " thanksgivine;;'' must have been generally 

unders tood to ref er to a specific liturg ical idea or 

existing pattern. An exami nation of t he early literature 

shows that while the Talmud doesn ' t g ive us a spec i f ic 

text f or the expression of "thanksg iving" in Birkat 

HaAretz , the t erm " thanksgiving" is already known in 

the Mishna : 7 
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R. Nehunia b. Hakanah used to offer up a short 
blessing on his entering into the house of 
study , and on his leaving . They said to him , 
"what is the intention of this prayer? " He 
replied to them, " upon my entering I pray 
that no mishap occur through me , and upon my 
leaving , I offer up thanksgiving for my lot". 

In the discussion following in the Gemara , 8 

the text is provided for this "thanksgiving": 

... " I g ive thanks to Thee, 0 Lord my God , 
that Thou hast set my portion with those 
that sit in the House of Study and that Thou 
hast not set my portion with those who sit 
on fStreeg corners ; for I rise early and 
they r ise early , but I rise early for words 
of Torah , and they rise ear ly for frivo l ous 
t alk; I labor and they labor , but I labor 
and receive a reward , and they labor and do 
not receive a reward; I run and t hey run , 
but I run to the life of a f uture world and 
they run to the pit of destruction." 

And again in the Mishna: 9 

He who enters a town should pray twice: 
once on his c orning in and once on his going 
forth . Ben Azzai says , four times: twice 
on his coming in and twice on his going forth , 
offer ing thanksgiving for what i s past and 
making suppl ication for what is still to come. 

Here t oo , the Gemara lO suggests the textual 

reference for the " thanksg iving": 

Having left , he says : I g ive thanks before 
Thee , O Lord my God , for that Thou has caused 
me to depart from this town in peace ; and as 
Thou has caused me to depart in peace, conduct 
me also in peace, uphold me in peace , direct 
my steps in peace , and deliver me from every 
enemy and ambush by the way . 

In the context of heretical practi ces , the Mi shna 11 

decl ares , 



If a man said , "'.; ood men shall bless Thee" -
this is t he way of heresy ; if he said , "To 
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a bird ' s nest do Thy mercies extend (Dt. 22 :7), " 
or "May Thy name be remembered for the good," 
or "We g ive thanks ; we give thanks ," they put 
him to silence. 

And as part of the function of the High Priest 
12 on the Day of Atonement , 

... the High Priest came to read .. . Then he used 
to roll up the scroll of the Law . .. thereupon 
he pronounced eight benedictions: for the 
Torah , for t he Temple Service , for the Thanks 
giving , for the Forg iveness of s i n, for the 
Temple separatel y , and for the Israelites 
themselves , and for the priests separately , 
and for the rest , a prayer . 

It is evident that the term "thanksgiving '' had 

also become associated with a specific blessing in the 

Amidah as understood in the following Mi shna 1 lJ 

... the havdala [iilust be mentioned i!Y " vJho 
graciously grants understanding " , (the fourth 
blessing ) , R. Akiba says : it should be said 
as a fourth blessing by itself . R. Eliezar 
says : /J.t should be said iy the "Thanksgiving". 

These passages i ndicate that 1 ) by the Tannaitic 

period, " thanksgivi ng" was already an established 

concept in the liturgy and that it was represented by 

a particular blessing in the public worship of the Temple 

and the synagogue . And for those specific examples in 

which a thanksg iving prayer was required but was not 

well known , the Gema~ supplies an appropriate text; 

2) in almost every example , a " thanksgiving" is recited 

upon concluding an event, whether it be leaving a city , 



- JO -

exiting from the house of study , concluding the Torah 

reading and public worship , or ushering out the Sabbath. 

iii t h the above inferences in mind, we suggest 

that when R. Abba ordained a " thanksg iving" in Birkat 

HaAretz without spec i fying a t ext , 1) he could assume 

an existing liturgical formula upon which the text of 

this "thanksgiving " would be modelled ; and 2) he was 

aware that " thanksg iving" was often associated with a 

concluding event . Recognizing that the end of a meal 

was the conclusion of an equall y significant (sanctified) 

event also , R. Abba was sel ec ting the "thanksgiving'' as 

an appropriate pattern for Birkat HaAretz . 

A further understanding of "thanksgiving" in the 

early development of Birkat HaAretz may be obtained from 

a comparis on of Birkat HaAretz with the received Thanks-

giving blessing of the Amidah : 

Birka t HaAretz 

Begi ns with root Y-D-H; 

Opening words (nodeh 
lecha) appear in body of 
Thanksg i ving in Amidah ; 

Deity referred to as 
O Lord , our God ; 

Incorporates special 
Purim and Hanuka inserts ; 

Thanksgiving in Amidah 

Be5ins with root Y-D-H; 

Opening word (modim) appears 
in body of Birkat HaAret~ ; 

Deity referred to as 
0 Lord, our ~ od ; 

Incorporates special 
Purim and Hanuka inserts ; 

concluding texts : 



t• • • • and for everything 
O Lord our God , we thank 
You and bless You ; 

may Thy name be blessed in 
the mouth of all living 
beings , always and forever . 

( Dt . 8 :10) 

Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, 
for the l and and for the f ood . " 
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" ... and for all t hese 

may Thy name be blessed, 
raised and exalted , 
our Ki ng , always and forever . 

Blessed art Thou , 0 Lord, 
whose name is All -good , and 
unto whom it is becoming 
to give thanks ." 15 

It is equally important , nonetheless, to recognize 

that the bless ings have little shared subst antive 

content . For while the version in the Amidah expresses 

thanksgiving for God ' s attribute of eternal guardianship , 

the source of hope and lovingkindness , Birkat HaAretz is 

much more specific: it mentions the Land , the Exodus , 

the "covenant" , Torah , and the instruction in life , as 

well as the food already recalled in Birkat Hazan . These 

comparis ons would sugges t , then , that while the content 

of the two blessings did not originate for the same 

reasons , their similar structures reflect some unifying 

e lement . Thus , if we can assume from the evidence in 

the r.1 ishna that the "thanksgivi ng" o:f the Temple ritual 

- later preserved in the Amidah l? - was es t ablished 

some time before the leg i slation of Birkat HaAretz , then 

R. Abba ' s statement - more than an attempt to fix t he 

general content of Birkat HaAretz its elf - appears to 

be a deliberate move to establish a recognizable 

structure using t he Thanksgiving from the Temple service 

as a model . 
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:e no:: _·etur:\ to the actual '01ordin.:;- of tr.c te!'m 

" thanksf;iving" in the present bl essing . 16 
~ar;hi wa~ 

amon~ the earliest to cla r ify which phr ases in "the 

text of Birkat PaAretz , already well established by his 

time , 18 \"ere to be ident i fied with the term " thanksgiving" . 

::e explained -chat t~e opening verse be::;ar. , " ·e thank 

/jhei} , 19 O Lord our - oc , " while the closing ·.;er se read , 

" • . . and f or t..11 these , O Lord our ,.. oC. , we thank ':'hee ." 

_,ote however , that the " thanksgivin€ mentioned at t he 

end " nev er became a part of the clos ing benedic t ior. 

(cf . Ari1idah ! ) . Later , the '-'ur 20 took issue v•i t!: the 

·rcrsion which ~ashi f avored for the opening " t'r\anko;,.,. i v i r.2:" : 

specificall y , \':hi le qashi wrote 110-d£_:lecha to ex pres~ 

" :e (will) - thank- Thee ," 21 the Tur consideri::: a more 

common form : 

' • ., • .t:' - h b 22 . t " . "'na . . , eir o .i. .<01:: en urg U!=' ea o ::;ay , e 
(will ) - thank- Thee (no- de - l echa) , " and not "···e 
(·:·ill) - thank :'hee (nod eh l echa) , " tt c implication 
[Of thi~ constructiori/ beint; "we- thank yo u , i . e . 
s ome h...unan being . " But s uch i s not "the cue t omary 
practice . ~nd moreover , "there is a vers e 
( Ps . 79 : 1J). .... :e will thank Thee (nodeh lecha) 
forever ; we wil l t ell of Thy praise to all-
.;ener a t i om: . 2) 

And re:ardin;: the v:oraing of the sec ond " thanks 

g iving " , tt:e Tur 24extencs a further explanation and 

limitation: 

:L Abba says : one need~ to mention " thank'1eiving" 
i n .fBirltat EaAret~7 at t r.e bef i n·1ing and at the 
conclu;:; ion ; tr.at is , o ne s ays , " ... and for a ll 
this we thw1k Thee ... " And there is no need 
to prec ede t h e clos i ng bened ication Hi th ,Lthe 
phra..c;£7 " . . , and we thank Thee , •J elah , in truth 
f or the land and for the food "; for i f this 
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{iHere adde~, there would be three f"thanks 
giving.§7': and just as one is not to reduce 
[the number of thanksgiving.§7 , so it is not 
permissible to add [f,o the number of thanksgiving~. 

Sirkes 25 comments on the clause considered an 

unacceptable addition by the Tur : 

..• and it a~pears that those who did L}idd 
the clauseL reasoned that "at the beg inning 
and at the conclusion" implied the real conclusion 
(i . e . literally) just as the real beg inning 
fis so intendey; whereas "and for all this 
we thank Thee .•. " is in the middle (i.e. the 
body of the blessing) , Thus [they reason that 
" • .• and we thank Thee , Selah , etc .• ,"should 
precede the closing benedictio!!/7 just as the 
essence of any opening benediction should be 
joined to the closing benediction. 

LBut R. Abb~ reasoned that since the essence 
of the blessing was "for the land" and not 
"thanksgivin£;", then the essence of the opening 
clause is " • •• that Thou gave to our fathers a 
desirable , good, and ample land •. ," which is 
also 5epeated with the words? ". , , for the good 
land which He has g iven you TDt. 8:10)," and 
joined to the clos ing benediction. 

With the available literature before us , it is 

diffic-;llt to understand the source of the unaccepted 

verse quoted in the Tur . This addition which the Tur 

rejected does not occur in any of the rites provided by 

Finkelstein . And while Sirkes ' comment is plausible , 

his argument is bas ed on defining the essence of Birkat 

HaAretz rather than on the Tur's objecti~n to adding to 

the number of thanksg ivings . Sirkes hims elf recognizes 

that his assumptions are hypothetical: indeed he wrote 

more than two centuries after the Tur was compiled , and 

his insights into the issues raised were speculative , 

at best . 1/J e can only s uggest t hat J acob b. Asher ' s 

concern over the issue of " thanksgiving " was as he 
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himself explained in the Tur : that R. Abba ' s statement 

in the Gemara regarding the number of thanksg ivings was 

to be taken lit erally. And we might guess that his 

citing the particular claus e "we thank Thee, Selah , etc •.• " 

was in response to a local , short-lived custom which he 

had experienced first-hand . 

B. A desirable , good, and ample land: There was 

circumscribed legislation governing specific wording of 

the content of Birkat HaAretz as early as the beginning 
26 of the second century , C. E. 

There is a teaching : R. Eliezer says: whoever 
does not say , "a desirable, good and ample land" 
in Birkat HaAretz ••• has not fulfilled his 
obligation . 

This ruling is carried in the Mishne Torah, 27 in 

the Tur, 28 and is assumed in the Shulhan Aruh. 29 Never 

theless, an explanation for R. Eliezer ' s choice of 

adjectives is not supplied. We might , however , speculate 

that these adjectives had become strongly associated 

with " the land". For exampl e , the Bible attests to the 

following : 

Jer . 3 :19 : . . • how would I put thee among the sons 
and g ive thee a desirable land . . ? 

Zach. 7:14: ... thus the land was deso.:;_ate after 
t hem •.. for they laid the desirable 
land desol ate ... 

Ps . 106:24 : .•. moreover they scorned the desirable 
land , they believed not his word ... 

Dt . 4:21: Now the Lord .•. swore that I should not 
go over the Jordan and that I should 
not go into that good land which the 
Lord ±hy God g iveth thee for an inheritance . 
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Dt . 8 : 10 : ••• and bless the Lord thy ~ od f or t he 
good land which He has given you .. . 

Ex . 3: 8 : 

ICh . 4 :40 : 

••. to bring them up out of that land 
unto a good and ample land , a land 
flowing with milk and honey ... 

•.• a nd they fo und fat and ~ood pasture , 
and t he land was ample and quiet ... 

A further basis f or understanding R. Eliezer •s 

choice of adj ectives may have been s upplied by Weill JO 

who recognized that " the good and ample land" was a 

common liturgical f ormula in the time of Josephus. And 

third , concerning the word "desirable ", S irkes Jl had th e 

followi ng to say : 

And the explanation of R. Benjamin i s written 
in Shi bbole HaLeket : J2 since J os hua s aw that 
rr.oses , · our teacher - may he rest in peace , 
desired t o enter Israel and pray there and also 
the ancient fathers desired to enter t here and 
be buried there , since he merited entering 
there , [.foshuy established "the desirable land" 
in Birkat HaAretz. 

Finally , in Finkelstein ' s attempt to reconstruct 

an orig inal Birka t HaA r etz , 33 he suggested that "the 

good and ample land" was a rival formula to which R. 

Eleizer objected : 

R. El iezer ' s s t atement requiring the use of 
the formul a "a desirable , good and ample land" 
naturally( ! ) arouses speculat ion as to the 
rival formula to which he objected . As R. 
Eliezer is not known as an innovator, it is 
likely that he merely expressed pr eference for 
one form over another current form . The form 
objected to probably was "a 1ood and ample land 11

• 

Whi le we agree with Finkelstein that R. Eliezer 

may have been choosing among rival formulas , we wonder 

whether R. El iezer really "objected" to the words "good" 
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and "ample", g iven that in the Baraitha mentioned above , 

he called for their inclusion . Thus we find it curious 

that in his own reconstruction of Birkat HaAretz , 

Finkelstein excl udes both "good" and "ample" , leaving 

"desirable" as the sole adjective describing the land. 

While the rabbis could not always a grae as to 

whether they were legislating the actual wording of a 

blessing or simply the ideas contained therein (see 

below , "Covenant and Torah" ) , in the case of R. Eliezer ' s 

decree , the very words "a desirabl e , good and ample land" 

became s ecured in the liturgy without deviation . For in 

all 35 rites presented by Finkel stein , the order and 

wording of this phr ase r emains constant and varied 

throughout. 

C. Covenant and Torah: The followi ng passage 

appears in the Jerusalem Talmud : 34 

R. Abba b, Aha in the name of Rabbi : i f one 
didn ' t mention the covenant in Birkat HaAretz, 
.•. he must begin again. 

And in the same chapter , 35 

R. Simon in the name of R. Joshua b. Levi : 
.. . whoever doesn ' t mention "Torah" in Birkat 
HaAretz [iiiust begin agaiDJ , as it i s said , 
" ,, , and he gave them the lands of the nations , 
and they took the labor of the peoples in 
possession." [_To what endij "That they might 
keep His statutes and observe His laws , " 
(Ps . 105 :44-45) , 36 

Similar requirements are found i n the Babylonian 

Talmud : 37 
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Nahum the Elder says one must mention "covenant" 
in Birkat HaAretz . R. Jose says he must 
mention "Torah" therein . 

R. Abba 38 says . . . whoever does not include a 
reference to "covenant" and "torah" in Birkat 
HaAretz .•• has not fulfilled his obligation . 
This supports the teaching of R. 3l ai quoting 
R. Jacob b . Aha in the name of the rabbis i 38 
whoever omits the reference to "covenant" 
and "Torah" in Birkat HaAretz ... has not 
fulfilled his obligation . 39 

F'.lrthermore t he order in which "covenant" and 
40 "Torah" must appear in Birkat HaAretz is also des i gnated : 

Plemo says : he must refer to "covenant" 
before "Torah", since 5 ora!Y was given 
in a three- fold pact , but "covenant" was 
g i ven in a thirteen-fold pact . 

These passages demonstrate clear agreement among 

the Palestinian authorities regarding the inclusion of 

"c ovenant" and "Torah". Nevertheless , these terms had 

not yet been firmly established in Babylonia as a 
41 r equired element of the blessing . The Gemara records 

a discussion between ~ . Zera and Rav Hisda in which the 

latter reported a personal incident : 

~Jhen I visi ted the house of the Exi larch and 
said the Grace a fter meals , Rav Sheshet 
stretched his neck over me Lf n astonishmen,!7 
.•. because I made no reference to "covenant", 
"Torah" , or "kingship" , And why d i d you not 
mention them? In accordance with the statement 
of Rav Hananel 42 in the name of Rav : "If one 
has not referred to "covenant", "Torah", and 
"kingship", he has LStil!l fulf illed his 
obligation : "covenant", because it does not 
apply to women ; "Tora h", and "kingship", 
because they apply neither to women or to 
slaves. 

And while the Gernara records astonishment that 

Rav Hisda would follow a minority position , it is 
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nevertheless clear that this was the dominant pos ition 

among Babylonian authorities : that the inclusion of 

"covenant" and "'l'orah" in Birkat HaAretz was not (yet ) 

a liturgical requirement. 

Even as late as the 1Jth century , the matter of 

"covenant" and "Torah" was not fully resolved . For 

example, Rashba 43 wrote , 

"Rav said neither ' covenant ' nor ' Torah ' Cneeds 
to be includeQ.7: 'covenant ' because women are 
exampt ; and ' Torah ' because women and slaves 
are exempt ••• ": That is to say that since two 
LSeparat§/7 versions were not established, men 
were also not required to say "covenant" and 
"Torah". And RABaD q.)a raised a difficulty: 
if so , then "the land" should also not be 
required , since the land was not given to 
slaves ••• But it stands to reason that this 
is not a difficulty , since "covenant" and 
"Torah" are not words ordained by the Torah ; 
therefore , the sages could establish one form 
f or the men , one for the women and one for the 
s laves; but since Torah (Dt . 8 : 10) requires a 
blessing to be made for " the land", the one 
form [!'a desirable , good and ample land.::7 
was required for all ; and the reason is also 
that everyone benefits f rom the i nheritance 
of the land and is sated from its goodness 
and bounty .. . 

In t he codes , 44 however, the legisl ation no 

longer considers the option to omit "covenant" and 

"Torah". Rather by that time a difference of opinion 

regarding the actual wording of "covenant" and "Torah" 

had developed : 

"Plemo says : he must refer to "covenant" 
before "Torah" , i . e . " . .. for Your covenant 
which You sealed in our f l esh and for Your 
Torah which You have tau~ht us ... " And s ome 
are accustomed to say , " ... in that You gave 
a s an inheritance t.o our fathers a des irable , 
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good and ample land , "covenant" , "Torah", 
li:fe and sustenance, etc ." And my revered 
father the ROSH , may he rest in peace , would 
say . instead , " ... in that You gave as an 
inheritance to our fathers a desirable , good 
and ample land , and in that You brought us 
out of Egypt ••• ti: f or afterwards, he says , 
" •.• for Your covenant which You s ealed in 
our flesh and for Your Torah which You have 
taught us . •. ti 

The disagreement expressed in the Tur concerns 

the interpretation of the Talmudic passage requiring 

the mention of "covenant" and "Torah" : must these 

words appear in the blessing precisely as they do in the 

G . t" 1 . t " . "bl ? 46 emara , or is gramma ica varia ion permissi e. The 

authoritative position of Karo 47 favors grammatical 

variation , and t he literal transference of "covenant" 

and "Torah" from Talmud is rejected . Yet a review of 

the rites presented by Finkelstein discloses that 

tradition is at times its own interpreter of the 

halakha . On one hand , the earlier practice of including 

the words "covenant" and "Torah" as they appear in the 

Talmud is observed in the Palestinian as well as in 

other t exts . Amram, however , strikes a compromise when 

he speaks of " .•. Your covenant .. ," but simply of ", .. 

Torah .•• " as in the J emara . And it i s Saadia ' s version 

which the Tur repr oduces as the inferior (alternate) f orm. 

Predictably , legislation alone could not overturn 

what had become established , de facto , in the liturgy . 

Rather than extract what ha d been recited for centuries, 

then , many of the rites dating from the 15th century 
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combined the two formulas , sometimes creating an obvious 

redundancy in an already expanded blessing : 

••. for the desirable , good and ample land, 
"covenant" and "Torah", life and sus tenance ; 
and in that You brought us out of Egypt and 
redeemed us from the house of bondage ; and 
for Your covenant which you sealed in our 
fl esh and for Your Torah , the Torah of f/ioses 
our teacher , which You taught us ; and for 
t he lav1s of Your will which you announced to 
us . . . ( Persian rite) 

D. Clos ing benediction ( "Bl essed art Thou , O 

Lord , for the land and for the food ." ) : In his discussion 

of this cl osing benediction , Heinemann 48 proposes the 

following : 

It is known that exceptional forms generall y 
reveal to us traces of earlier patterns that 
later disappeared. An exceptional form such 
as this is the cl osing benediction of LBirkat 
HaArety. 

Indirect support for Heinemann ' s assumption 

regarding the age of the benediction is found in a 

passage from the Gemara : 49 

It has just been stated : Rabbi says . "we 
should not conclude fa blessingl with two 
Litems in the closing benedictio!!l"; Levi 5o 
quoted agains t Rabbi : " • • . for the land and 
for the food" Lis an example of an acceJ?table 
clos ing benediction concluding with tw2f . 
LBut this simpl y means foi] the land~~hich 
yields food •• • What is the reason we don ' t 
conclude with two? Because we must not 
perform commandments in bundles (i.e., we 
need a separa te benediction for each relig ious 
act) . 

This seems to be one of those occasions in which 

the argument proposed and accepted by the editor of the 

Gemara i s less than convincing . For Hebrew syntax 

simply will no t bear the interpretation " .. . for the 

.. 
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land which yiel ds food". And yet the f ormula " . .. f or 

the land and for the f ood" was a tradition t oo well 

established to be changed as late as the Amoraic period . 

Further , the fact that Levi coul d use this benediction 

in an attempt to refute a principle by Rabbi attests t o 

the strength this benediction had acquired with a ge . 

In fact , neither the Talmud 5l nor later commentary 

would s upplant the formula with a rival tl:adi tion 

grammatically and halakhicall~ more acceptable : 

•. . and whoever who concludes , "Blessed be the 
One who g ives lands as a heritage", in Birkat 
HaA retz .. . behol d he i s a boor. 

This ruling in the name of R. Abba i s quoted 

directly in the Tur 52and explained by Karo : 

• .. and we menti oned above that the reason 
/Yie conclude with " ... for the land and for 
the food:l is t hat " . •• who g ives l ands as a 
heritage" belongs also t o the res t of the 
peoples s ince He gave them lands , while we 
need to bless for the inheritance of Israel 
alone . 

;J e have noted that none of the literature i s 

concerned with t he i nitial development of this unique 

clos i ng benediction . Lacking historical support , we 

mi ght only guess , then , that Birkat HaAretz developed 

strictly as a blessing for t he g ood land receiv ed from 

God through the vehicle of His covenant . Later when 

the b l essing was incorporated into the meal ritual , 

the element of food may have been added to the text and 

closing benediction . Beyond this hypothesis , however , 

we recognize t hat ti1e patter n of this c l osing benediction 



- 42 -

was yet another alter native to the grammatical f orm 

later considered normative . And by granting this , we 

eliminate the problem of having to subsume it under R. 

Abba ' s dictum mentioned above . 

We conclude our discussion of Birkat HaAretz with 

a consideration of the opening benediction formul a . 

E. The question of an opening benediction : We 

have seen in our discussion of Birkat HaZan that " joined" 

bl essings requires no opening benediction : . 

One is to open each and every blessing with 
"blessed" and to conclude with "blessed ", 
except the blessings over fruits , commandments , 
one blessing which i s joined immediately to the 
one preceding it , and the final blessing i n the 
Sh ' ma . Some of these open with "blessed " and 
don ' t close with "blessed"; f"joined" bless ingy 
conclude with "blessed" yet don ' t commence with 
"blessed". 53 

And sinc e the classification of Birkat HaA retz as 

a joined blessing is already assumed in the Amoraic period , 54 

.. . Why shouldn ' t Birkat HaAretz contain fa. 
r eference to Kingship1/ Because it i s a 
blessing which is joined to the one preced i ng 
it ... ' 

the omission of an opening benediction is justified on 

these grounds. Nevertheless , the Tosaphists consider 

the exceptional condition in which even " joined" 

blessings require an opening "blessed" when preceded 

by a short blessing : 55 

... but [the blessing? " ... Who creates man . .• " 
(which follows the short blessing" . . . concerning 
washing the hands " i n the mor ning service) 
needs to open with "blessed" ; for if it didn 't 
open in this manner , it would appear that the 



- 43 -

whole thing (i . e., both blessings} was really 
one! . .• and this is also the case with 
havdalah which opens with "blessed" even 
though it is joined to the blessing " . .. Creator 
of the lights of the fire" , s o that it 
wouldn ' t appear to be part of the same blessing. 

Thus , a " joined" blessing may open with "blessed " 

if it is preceded by a blessing which shares with it a 

part of its content and which has no concluding 

benediction . I n this light , we remember that Benjamin 

the Shepherd ' s blessing was an acceptable s ubstitute 

for Birkat Hazan and that it remained a short blessing 

until the 13th century (see Ch . I) . I f Benjamin ' s 

blessing were used , then , Birkat HaAretz would have 

required an opening benediction to distinguish it from 

the short blessing preceding it , especially given that 

both mention food . 

Admittedly , the "search" for an opening benediction 

to Birkat HaAretz any later than the Tannaitic period is 

academic. \'Je have no text nor existing rite i n which 

Ben jamin the Shepherd ' s blessing serves as the first 

blessing in Birkat Ha Maz.Q!! ; and , as far as we know , 

Birkat HaAr etz was never joined to any blessing other 

than Birkat HaZan . ?urthermore , in the Tur , 56 the 

matter regarding an opening benediction was settled : 

.. . the second blessing is Birkat HaAretz .. . and 
i t doesn • t begin with "blessed" ..• according to 
the rule governing a blessing " joined" to the 
one preceding it . 

What we have formulated , then , is a principle on 

condition : if Bj rkat HaAretz had followed Benjamin ' s 
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blessing prior to the 1Jth century , it would have 

required an opening "blessed" . The status however , 

that Birkat HaAretz was a " joined " blessing prior to 

the Tannaitic period has been questioned even in the 

tradition , 57 (see Introduction for the "historical" 

development). So too a more recent a,.rgument for the 

initial independence of Birkat P.aAretz was proposed 

by Karl. 58 He assumes that Dt. 8 :10.orig inally 

generated onl y Eirkat HaZan : the verse did not 

require a blessing for the land, since " . . . and you 

shall bless ~ od LWhen you ariJ within the land which 

He gave you" was the sense of the passage . Arguing 

that a Biblical verse is not used as a proof text for 

two separate commandments , Karl suggests that a 

different sect at a later period (but prior t o 70 C. E. ) 

used Dt . 8 : 10 to justify a blessing of its own for the 

land. 

But i s the possibility , that Birkat HaAretz was 

at one time independent , an indication that it began 

with an opening benediction? A few considerations 

would allow s uch an hypothesis : 

1 ) The h~ i shna 59 already a ssumes that (all) 

bless ings a r e i n- f ormed with a minimal structure : 

I n the morning , two bless ings are said before 
[the ~h ' ma7 and one after ; and in the eveni ng , 
two blessings a r e said before and two afte r, 
the one long and the other short ; where the 
long i s prescribed the short is no~ permissible ; 
where t he short is pr es cribed , the l~_ng is not 
permi ss i ble . LW°here i t i s prescribe£/ to s eal , 
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is prescribe£7 not to seal , it is not 
permissible to seal. 
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Furthermore, s ince most examples of independent 
60 blessings in IV: ishna Berakot begin with "blessed" , 

an opening benediction for Birkat HaAretz is not 

inconceivable . 

2) While almost all of the rites reproduced by 

Finkelstein begin with the words "\V e thank Thee ... ", 

there are a few exceptions 61 which begin "For our 

land ... " or "For our inheritance ... " This pattern may 

be what remains of an ancient version beginning 

"blessed ..• for the land •.. " 

Furthermore , this pattern corresponds to the 

unusual grammatical characteristic of the closing 

benediction discussed by Heinemann , (see note #48). 

The similarity to "Blessed art Thou 0 Lord for the 

land and for the food " testifies to the plausibility of 

such a grammatical form in the opening benediction also . 

J) A Birkat HaAretz that included no opening 

" thanksg iving" (still acceptable to R. Abba : see above) 

probably opened with some rival formula - possibly 

"blessed .•• " 

Nevertheless , there are contraindications that 

Bi rkat HaAretz ever began with a formalized opening 

benedication : 
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1) The ruling that all blessings beg in with 

"blessed" (see Ch . I) i s nevertheless Amoraic . And 

while this pattern was undoubtably the acceptable f orm 

before Rav ' s statement , the exis tence of exceptional 

opening formulas was c ertainly i mplied . Birkat HaAretz 

may easily have begun Vlith one of these other patterns . 

2) And final ly , R. Abba ' s opinion that a 

" thanksg iving" be mentioned at the beg inning and at 

the conclusion of Birkat HaAretz may have been descriptive 

of the already es tablished versions beginning "Ne thank 

Thee " . By the time he had legislated the " thanksg iving" , 

of course , Birkat HaAretz was alr eady a joined blessin~ . 

so it cannot be argued that he was legi s l ating for the 

replacement of "blessed " . 



CHAPrER III 

BONEH YERUSHALAYIM 
(Builder of Jerusalem) 
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The third blessing in Birka t Haf'fiazon is most often 
1 called Boneh Yerushalayim , although it is also 

referred to as "consolation" 2 (see below , p . 61) . 

As with other blessings in the Grace, tradition suggests 

that Boneh Yerushalayim was conceived in antiquity : J 

Rabbi says ... "the good" (in the phrase " ... for 
the good land which He gave thee " Lf5t . 8: 1 O_!Y): 
this is Boneh Yerushala~m ; and thus Scripture 
says, " .• . that goodly hill country and the 
Lebanon" (Dt. J:25) . 

Nevertheless , the content of at leas t part of t he 

text of the blessing as received by the rabbis required 

a later dating : 4 

Rav Nahman said ... David and Solomon instituted 
Boneh Yerushalayim: David instituted "for 
I s rael Thy people and for Jerusalem Thy city ," 
and Solomon instituted "for Thy great and holy 
Temple". 

Thus even though t he blessing may actually have 

become part of the liturgy during the period of the 

Second Templ e , a t radition fixing the blessing during 

the Davidic dynasty was not inconsistent with the 

content of t he prayer . The destruction of the Second 

Temple , however, forced the radical alteration of 

rabbinic theology and demanded a liturgical respons e 

to this change . The prayers could no longer assume 
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that Israel possessed the land nor ruled in the context 

of political autonomy. Hope for an immediate political 

reversal had all but disappeared , while a new liturgical 

expression for Divine intervention spread among the 

people , ·.'le can only wonder that Rav Nahman did not 

incorporate this new dimension of Boneh Yerushalayim in 

his dating of the prayer historically: perhaps a call 

for the restoration of Jerusalem and the return of the 

Davidic dynasty was too new an element ·to be considered 

a permanent part of this ancient prayer . The commentators , 

on t he other hand , could account for the development of 

Boneh Yerushalayim beyond the period of dispersion. 

For example , Rashba 5 wrote , 

... the formula is that which the rabbis fixed, 
for cer tainly before the conquest of the land 
and the building of Jerusalem they wouldn't 
have .[liseB7' the version that they .[liseQl after 
the cons,uest and the building. So too, we 
don ' t LusiJ the same formula that David and 
and Solomon fixed - for we make supplication 
for the return of the kingdom and for rebuilding 
the Temple ; and they would pray that the kingdom 
and the Temple be estab5ished and the control of 
the land be continued . 

Similarly , the Rosh 7 and the Tur recognized that 

neither David nor Solomon could have been responsible 

for the supplications implied in the follcwing phrases : 

• .. and bring about the return of the kingdom 
of the House of David to its place speedily 
and in our days ; and rebuild Je§usalem soon 
and bring us up in her midst ... 

••• sustain us , nourish us and relieve us quickly 
from our troubles ... let us not be in need of 
the gifts of mortal man in Thy holy, mighty , 
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and awesome name we have trusted ; may Elijah 
and Thine anointed the son of D2vid come in 
our lifetime and bring about the return of _ 
the kingdom of the House of David to its 
place ; rule Thou over us , f or it is Thou alone . .• 9 

Thus the following analysis occurs in the Tur: lO 

And this doesn ' t mean to say that t hey didn ' t 
rec ite [the entire Birka t Hat."lazon7 until 
David and Solomon came; for ~Biblical 
verse required all [thre~ of them ; rather , 
they established t he formula according t o 
that which good was added to Israel. For 
certainly , before the con<U!est and the buil ding 
of the land , they didn't Luse the formul~ as 
after t he conquest and the building - in the 
s ame way that we don't L\ise t he sarn~ formula 
which David and Solomon established •. . 

That is to say , the rabbis were most willing to 

admit a t extual development and conceptual change in 

the text of Boneh Yerus halayim , traditionally ordained 

directly f rom the Torah. 

A more recent investigation by Finkelstein 11 

r eflects a contemporary attempt t o recons truct the 

earliest vers ion of this blessing and to fix i ts 

original date . Based on his earlier work 12 with the 

Amidah , Finkelstein hy~othesized t hat the prayer for 

Jerusal em was composed during the period in wh ich the 

Maccabees were struggl i ng to regain control of the 

Temple and the Al tar from foreign domination. His 

hypothesis assumes the f ollowing : 

1) that the term "O Lord our ,.. od" , which occurs 

also in Boneh Yerushalayim , was not used in prayers 

composed during the first c entury of the Chri stian er a. 
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The prayer therefore , must have been the product of an 

earlier period (see above , Ch. II ) . Finkels tein implies 

that the prayer could not have been a new liturgical 

response to the Roman persecution and destruction . 

ilhile he i s probably correct in assigning an earlier 

date the beginnings of this blessing , the argument 

itself which he presents is weak , for it is by a ll 

means conceivable that the prayer developed independently 

of the phrase "O Lord our God" which could have been 

incorporated later . lJ 

2) Finkelstein also assumes that a prayer for 

Jerusalem could not have developed among the people 

prior to the Maccabean revolt , since "at no time before 

the opening of that era was the Temple in any real 

danger of destruction", (loc. cit ., p . 220) , Thi s 

rather astounding assertion not only i gnores the 

destr uction of the First Temple and the resultiP.g 

Exile , but a l s o the passionate reactions of the people 

given to prophetic expression: 

Sing 0 heavens and be joyful 0 earth 
And break forth into sin$ing , O mountains ; 
For the Lord hath comforted (n-Q -H) His people 
and hath compassion (n-b-m) upon is afflicted . 
But Zion said : the Lord hath forsaken me , 
and the Lord hath forgotten me . 
Can a woman forget her s ucking child 
that s he should not have compassion on the son 
of her womb? 
Yea , these may f orget , 
yet will not I forget thee . 
Behold I have graven thee upon the palm 
of r.1y hands ; 
thy walls are continually before Me. 

(Is . 49 : 1 J-16) 
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Ye waste pl aces of Jerusalem ; 
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for the Lord hath comforted (n -h-m) his people , 
He hath redeemed Jerusalem . 

(Is . 52 : 9) 

And with the words of the Psalmist , 14 

Arise O Lord unto Thy resting - place ; 
Thou and the Ark of Thy strength. 
For Thy servant David ' s sake , 
turn not away the face of Thine annoi~ted . 
For the Lord hath chosen Zion , 
He hath desired it for His habitation : 
This is My resting place forever ; 
here will I dwell , for I have desired it . 

- ( Ps. 1J2: 8 , 10, lJ-14) 

Early r eactions to the destruction are also recorded in 

the Book of Lamentations: 

Her filthiness was in her skirts , 
She was not mindful of her end ; 
Therefore has she come down wonderfully , 
she has no comforter (n-h-m) . 
Behold 0 Lord my affl i ction . .. 15 (Lam . 1 : 9) 

What shall I take to witness before thee? 
What shall I liken to thee, 0 daughter of J erusalem? 
1·Jha t shall I equal to thee , that I may 
comfort (n- h- m) thee , 0 virgin daughter of Zion? 

(Lam . 2 :lJ) 

These and other Biblical passages 16 bear witness 

that a longing for a lost Jerusalem under God ' s rule 

had already entered the people ' s historical awareness 

long before the fv,accabean a ge . It is hard to imagine 

then that s ome prayer for Jerusalem was not a l ready a 

l iturgical option even as the Templ e stood . In t his 

light , we may now cons ider more convincing evidence 

gathered by Heinemann . l7 His assertion , that there 
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existed many and various ver sions of the same blessing 

from antiquity to a t least the days of the Amorairn , is 

most vividly demonstrated in the distribution of 

prayers for Jerusalem throughout the early lit urgy . 

In a compendium to his chapter on the deve~oprnent of 

prayers and the problem of the "original text", 18 

Heinemann presents seventeen prayers for Jerusalem 

from a cross s ect ion of the liturgy , as well as twenty-

s ix variants of the clos ing bened iction. Heinemann 

emphasizes , contrary to Finkelstein , the litur gical 

i dea which f ound its expression on differi~g occasions 

in one of a number of variant forms . That i s , a 

"different and unique text " f or J erusalem was not 

composed for each poss ible event; rather, a plea f or 

Jerusalem, more importantly the liturgical demonstration 

toward Zion and for J od ' s rule , could be verbalized 

spontaneously with the aid of tradi tional phras es 

already f luent i n the mout hs of the people : 

. . • consider fo r example , the blessing Boneh 
Yerushalayim. This blessing • . . appears in 
our prayer ritual in no less than four different 
plac es : in the Amidah, i n Birkat HaMazon , in 
Birkat HaP.aftara and in Birkat HaHatanim ... 
The basis of our current version in Bir.trat 
HaJ .. azon can be ident ified with the version 
used in the Palestinian Amidah ( or Egyptian) 
and that in Saadia ' s siddur. '!!Je are thus 
entitled to say that particular and different 
versions wer e not established a pri ori for each 
opportunity in which it was required to say 
Boneh Yerushalayim .. . Thus it emer ges that if in 
the versions of the prayers today there are 
found in the Amidah and i n Birkat Half'a zon two 
differing versions for this one blessinu , 
neither dependent upon the other .• , this i s 
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only because they were preserved for us from 
among the many versions that were abundant in 
antiquity . .• zan!!l these versions of the 
blessin3 for Jerusalem that were in different 
prayers were interchangeable one with the other , 
since in principle they were nothing other than 
different versions of the same blessing (loc . 
cit. , p . J5) . -

I f we accept Heinemann's premise , we must r egard 

Finkelstein ' s "original dating" with caution . Rather 

we are compelled to accept at least the spirit of t!1e 

Talmudic tradition ascribin~ the origi~s of Boneh 

Yerushalayim to a much earlier period . 

Finall y , regarding the dating of Boneh Yerushalayim , 

the question of its inclusion into Birkat Haiilazon may 

be raised . The J emara gives us little guidance in 

this matter , since the blessing ' s place as the third 

prayer in the Grace is already long assumed . l 9 ''le 

might s uggest however , that as the dining table 

a s sumed the symbolic representation of the Altar no 

longer available to the people , a plea for the 

restoration of Jerusalem and the Temple became a 

fitting addition to the supplications recited after 

meals . Partial support for this suggestion is a unique 

. f B h Y h 1 . . th Mab R . 20 expansion o one erus a ayim in ezor omania 

published by Finkelstein: 

.•• and even though we have eaten and drunk 
[Our filJ], we have not forgotten the destruction 
of Thy great and holy Temple and the remnant 
of those scattered in our exile ; [therefor~ 
may Thou not forget (abandon) us forever either 
as it is said , " .• . if I forget thee, O 
Jerusalem , let my right hand forget Lher 
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cunning?'; let my tongue cleave to the roof of 
my mouth if I remember thee not ; if I set not 
Jerusalem above my chiefest joy (Ps . 1)7:5-6) " 
And it is said , "[the Lord doth build up 
JerusalemJ , He gathers together the dispersed 
of Israel, (Ps . 147: 2) ", 

This addition, also parallel to part of the 

Shabbat insertion of t he Pales tinian rite , 21 is the 

only liturgical text we have available to reflect this 

link between the table and the destruction . Nevertheless , 

we are inclined to see in this version traces of the 

earlier theology which may have prompted the inclusion 

of this blessing in Birkat Hafl':azon. 

A. The kingdom of the House of David : The 

J emara ' s demand for the phrase " the kingdom of the 

House of David" i s quoted in the same Baraitha by R. 

Abba noted above (ch . II) . 

Rabbi Abba says : .• . everyone who does n ' t say 
"covenant" and "Torah" in Birkat HaAretz and 
" the kingdom of the House o. David" in Boneh 
Yerushalayim has not fulfilled his obligation. 
And this supports the opinion of R. Eliya , 
for it i s said : R. El iya in the name of R. 
Jacob b . Aba in the name of our rabbis : 
everyone who doesn ' t say "covenant" and 
"Torah" i n Birkat HaAretz and "the kingdom 
of thP. House of David" in Boneh_!erushalayim 
has not fulfilled his obligation. 22 

Hot surprisingly, no accompanying explanation was 

g iven for the requirement o insert "the kingdom of the 

House of David" in the blessing ; rather it remained for 

later commentators to provide s ome basis for the ruling . 

Ra shi , 23 f or example , proposed , "kingdom of the House 
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of David in Boneh Yerushalayim: for it was through 

David that the city was sanctified". Somewhat 
24 differently, Maimonides wrote : 

. •• the reas on one needs to mention "the kingdom 
of the House of David" i n this blessing i s 
that it is the essence of the blessing , for 
there i s no compl ete r estoration ( ne -ca-mah ) 
of I srael without the r e turn of the kingdom 
of the House of David. 

Rashi 2 5 and perhaps Maimonides knew of an 

earlier tradition reflected in the followi ng midrash 26 

whi ch underscored the importance of the Davidic 

kingdom for the res toration : 

H. Shimon b. Yohai taught : "They have not 
rejected you (Samuel ) , but they have rejected 
Me (S I 8:7) " . Three things we continue to 
reject: the heavenly kingdom, the kingdom 
of the House of David and the building of 
the Temple. When were the three Lfirs~ 
rejected? In the days of Jeraboam , as it 
is wri tten ( SII20: 1 ) , "and t he men of I srael 
r esponded by saying ' we have no port ion with 
David .. . ': this means the heavenly kingdom ; 
'and no inheritance wi t h the s on of Jesse ... ' : 
this means the kingdom of the House of David ; 
' every man t9 his t ents in Israel .. . ': this 
means , and not to the Holy Templ e ; don't r ead 
" to his tents (le ' ohalav) " but r a ther " to 
his gods (lelohav) " . 

R. Simon b . menasiah : I srael will nevir see 
a s i gn fo r redemption until they retur n and 
make supplication for these three things , as 
it i s written (Ho . J : 5) , "after I srael will 
r eturn and s eek the Lord their "'- od . . . " : this 
i s t he heavenly. kingdom; "and David their 
king ... ": this is the ki ngdom of the House 
of David ; "and shall tremble unto the Lord 
and his goodness ... ": this is the holy Temple. 27 

Refl ection of this midrash raises an interes ting 

problem. Note that in the above text , red2mption is 
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dependent upon Israel' s supplication for the heavenly 

kingdom as well as for the holy Temple and the Davidic 

dyiiasty . As theologically cons istent as this midrash 

may be, later commentators prohibited mentioning the 

heavenly kingdom in this blessing , since it also 

contains "the kingdom of the House of David"!: 28 

And one needs to mention in L}3oneh Yerushalayi!!!.7 
"the kingdom of the House of David" ; and this 
is that which says "for the kingdom of the 
House of David Thine anointed"; and o!:~ is not 
to mention Lfn this blessingl any other kin~ship : 
thus we do not say , "0 God , King , our Shepherd" ; 
nor do we say , "Thy kingdom and the ki!lgdom of 
the House of David , etc .• , " but rather "the 
kingdom of the House of David Thy servant , 
Thine anointed" . 

Rashba 29 had already noted one explanation for 

the elimination of " the heavenly kingdom" from Boneh 

Yerushalayim: 

• • . by itself , it isn't possibl e to mention 
"heavenly kingdom" , because LBoneh Yerushalayi!!!l 
is a " joined" blessing . All that are " joined" 
neither open /_With "blessed.::7 or have mentioned 
"kingship" in them. For this reason , we do not 
say , "Thy kingdom and the kingdom of the House 
of David Thine anointed" ; but rather we retain 
"kingdom of the House of David"; also we learn 
that one who says "our Father , our Ki.ng , our 
Shepherd" is in err, because "our 1"ather , our 
King" is considered to be a mention of kingship 
[Of heave!Y . 

However , while Rashba accepted the legislation to 

exclude a mention of the heavenly kingdom, he was not 

satisfied with the explanation , based on the status of 

Boneh Yerushalayim as a "jo ined" blessing : 
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. • . and we need not pay much attention t o {the 
argument that Boneh Yerushalayim has no mention 
of the heavenly kingdom because it is a "joined " 
blessingl because in " ' Atah ~ ibbor," one says 
"who i s like unto Thee , king over death and life ... " : 
and in the "Sanc tification" during the Days of 
Awe , one says " the holy King" ; in "return our 
judges ", one says "the King of judgement" ; and 
on the rest of the days , "the King who loves 
righteousness and judgement " ; in "blessing of 
for g iveness ", " forg ive us our Kin~" : in "healing" , 
"O King , our Healer": and in "eternal love", "our 
Father our Ki ng , f or the sake of our fathers who 
trusted in Thee"; and in " true and enduring", 
"our King and our father's Ki ng", and in many 
other " joined" blessings . 30 

The reason then for not allowing a mention of the 

two kingships together r emained unclari fied . Su~gesting 

a possibl e cause , il iesenberg 3l writes , 

This metic ulous care to avoid the remotest 
semblance of a divine r.~ essiah mentioned 
a longside with God seems to be an instance of 
anti -Christian protest . Cespite its first 
clear formulation in late post-Talmudic 
writ ings only , it a ppears t o arise from Talmudic 
data . 

~e wi l l attempt to shed light on this difficulty 

further in the f ollowing chapter : there the direct 

relationship between kingship and the fourth blessing 

of the Grac e will be discussed and its relevance to the 

l egitimacy of t he heavenly kingdom in Boneh Yerushalayim 

will be considered . 

While the Davidic kin3dom is the only concepts 

specified direc tly by the Gemara for insertion in the 

blessing , it was probably among the later elements 

added to an already established pattern . By way of 
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example , all versions of Boneh Yerushalayim reproduced 

by Finkelstein begin by asking God to show mercy for 

Israel , Jerusalem, Zion , the holy Temple , etc . a s well 

as for the Davidic kingdom . These items appear in 

series and f orm a pattern which re-occurs in variant 

form in all prayers f or J erusalem . Undoubtedly this 

pattern i s quite ancient . Heinemann 32 suggests that 

it might have been a :i;:art of the lit urgy spoken by the 

Priests in the sacrificial rites . Perhaps this would 

account for the occasional occurrence of this s eries 

without the Davidic kingdom . For example: of the 

pattern without mention of the Davidic kingdom, we 

note the fo l lowing : 

Have mercy upon the people called i n Thy name ; 
have mercy upon the calling of Thy sanctity ; 
fill Zion with Thy splendor , 
Israel the first born of Thy possessions , 
Jerusalem the abode of Thy dwelling , 
and from Tny glory , Thy palace . 33 

And in the Amidah for the 9th of Ab , according 

to the Jerusalem Talmud : 34 

Have mercy 0 Lord our God 
in Thy great mercy and Thy t rusting lovingkindness 
upon us 
and upon I s rael Thy peopl e 
and upon Jerusalem Thy city 
and upon Zion the dwelling of Thy glory 
and upon the barren and desolate city ... 

A mention of the Davidic kingdom is also lacking i n 

patterns similar to these , in the vers ions of Saadia 

and Maimonid es (as well as the Spanish rite) for the 

S rac:e. It appears then that the "kin3dom of the House 
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of David" was probably not an essential part of this 

list . I n fact , R. Abba ' s requirement to mention the 

Davidic kingdom may have been a reference to a different 

section of the prayer altogether . An examination of 

the collection of rites by Finkelstein reveals that 

almos t all 35 vers ions include a mention of the 

Davidic kingdom apart from the series just discussed . 

Rather it is mentioned in an appeal to God to return 

the kingdom of the House of David to its rightful 

plac e with the re-building of Jerus alem . Actually 

thi s supplication is more consistent with the intent 

of the mi drash and may reflect the earliest use of the 

"kingdom of the House of David" in this blessing . I n 

any event , it is interesting to note that in at least 

three rites , these traditions have been combined : in 

t he rites from the Palestinian Geniza , in Amram ' s 

version and in that in Mabzor Romania , the Davidic 

kingdom is recalled twice: once as an element in the 

s eries , and later as a dimension i n the restoration of 

Jerusalem. 

B. Supplication and the impact of Shabbat: \\f i th 

the advent of the Arnoraic period , the rabbis began to 

discriminate among the variety of liturgical formulas 

being us ed a s prayers for Jerusalem and its restoration. 

From the evidence of the earliest Talmudic discussions , 

there appear to have been two ba s ic patt erns acceptable 

to t he people : one express ing a wish that God "cons ole" 
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or "comfort" His people , employing the root n-h-m. 

The alternate version us ing the root r-h-m requested 

that God show "mercy" for a series of item!S , as noted 

above. I n the process of selectin5 one pattern over 

the other , the rabbis were guided by the prohibition 

of expressing one ' s needs liturgically on the Shabbat : J6 . J6a 

It was taught : it is f orbidden for a man to 
request his needs on Shabbat . R. Zeira asked 
R. Hiya b . Abba : [then? how can one say, 
.. guide us, f eed us and s us tain us .. . " on 
Shabba t? He answe:ced him: such is the 
formula of the blessing . 37 

But the "formula of the bless i ng .. was not fixed , 

i n spite of R. Hiya ' s response . At the same time , 

competing formulas for the beginning as well as for the 

conclusion of tile blessing were ye t the object of 

Talmudic discussions : JS 

On Shabbat , one beg ins with .. consolation" 
( n-b- m) , and ends with .. consolation" and 
one mentions the sanctification of the day 
in the middle . J8a R. Eliezer says : if one 
wants to mention {the sanctification of the 
day] in "cons olat1cn•• . he does so : [fr he 
wants to mention iy in the bless ing that 
they fixed at Yavneh (HaTov veHah1etiv ) , 
he does so. And the sages say : one can 
onl~ mention {the sanctification of the 
day in "consolation" . 

In Babylonia , however , the root r-b-m (mercy ) 

had suppl anted that Palesti ni an us P of r.-b-m (comfort) , 

at least for weekday ritual : 39 

Rav ) heshet ::> a id : the one who opens with 
"Have mercy on Thy peopl e Israel" concludes 
with "Savior of Isr ael". The one who opens 
with "Have mercy on Jerusalem" concludes with 
"the Builder of Jerusalem". 40 l\nd kav Nahman 



- 61 -

said : even the one who opens "Have mercy on 
I srael" concludes with " the Builder of 
Jerusalem" , as it is said ( Ps . 147 : 2) , " the 
builder of Jerus alem is the Lord ; He will 
gather together the dis persed of I srael" . 
When is the Lord the Builder of Jerusalem? 
:vhen He will gather together the dispersed 
of Israel. 

Even in the later halakhic literature, these 

a lternate vers i ons were given consideration by 

f\l,aimonides 41 and others : 

One opens the third blessing with , "Have 
mercy 0 Lord , our God , for us and for Israel 
Thy people , for Jerusalem Thy city , and for 
Zion , Thy holy dwelling place". Or [One can 
begin witbl "Comfort us , 0 Lord our 'J od , in 
J erusalem, Thy city" . ~ And therefore it seems 
that this blessing is called "comfort (consolation)". 

Thus while Maimonides favored the root r - h-m 

in his own nusach , he was not inclined to dismiss the 

alternate formula in his discuss ions . 

Clarification came from the Tosaphis t s 42 who 

offered a then-current explanation for the two separate 

formulas; nevertheless , even they rejected t his 

explanation in principle : 

And there are those who [On Shabba,!7 begin 
"Console us" and conclude with " .. . the 
consolation of Zion Thy city and in the 
building of Jerusalem" ; and they reason that 
"Have mercy" i s a form of supplication : and 
one does not ma ke s upplication on Shabbat ; 
but "console fUiJ" is not , on the other hand , 
a form of s upplication, but is i ns tead like 
" •.• repent (n-b - m) of this evil against Thy 
people (Ex . 32 : 12) ", But this explanation is 
not clear , because all of [these example~ 
appear to be a form of s u pplication. And one 
should not mind even if this is a form of 
request , f or i t i s said in t he Jerusalem 
Talmud s imply that "s uch i s the formula of 
the bles s i n$ " · Ther efore t he custom of changing 
the blessing from Shabba t to ·:;eekdays is quite 
unneces sary . 4J 
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Thus the Tosaphists argued for a single ver sion , 

dispelling the notion that one pattern was more 

appropriate ~o Shabbat observance than the other. 

As the discussion appeared in the codes , 44 a 

dec ision was reached in favor of the root r-b-!!! 1 

citing Rashi in s upport . Nevertheless , the alternate 

n-b-m was still recorded as the choice of notable 

authorities living only a century earlier: . 

. . . and one begins , "Have mercy 0 Lord , our 
God , on Israel Thy people and on Jerusalem , 
Thy city". And Rav Alfasi 45 wrote : one 
begins with "consolation" by saying , "Consol e 
us , O Lord , our God, for Zion Thy city" . The 
Rosh, may his name be remembered for a blessing , 
would {_a.lsi} beg in according to the suggestion 
of Alfasi . 

And in the Shulhan Aruh , 46 the two versions were 

g iven equal status once again: the limitation was only 

that the same version be used on the weekday as well as 

on Shabbat: 

The version of this blessing opens with "Have 
mercy , 0 Lord , our God " or "Console us , 0 Lord , 
our } od" . . .• and the version should not be 
changed from Shabbat to weekdaysi rather there 
should be only one version on Shabbat or on 
weekdays . .. 

To summarize , i t a ppea rs that orig inally there 

were (at least) two competing formulas f or the opening 

of Boneh Yerushalayim: one employing the root r-b~~ 

and the other, the root n-b-m. In time the latter 

became associated with the Shabbat liturg y and was us ed 

as an alternat e formula to the version beginning "Have 
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mercy" , with later justification that n -lJ.-!!! was not a 

form of supplication. Finally , the le~itimacy even of 

t'tlis distinction was ques t ioned : ·the connotative 

weight of "supplication" in both roots was recognized 

and one formula did not , therefore , seem more appropriate 

for Shabbat observance than the other . Thus , while 

certain rabbis were making the distinction in their own 

devotion as late as the 1Jth century, t he t r adition in 

gener al seemed to have decided in favor of the root 

r - b.:,!!1 both for Shabbat as well as for weekdays . 

C. Closing benediction : the earliest reference 

to a formula for the closing benediction is by R. Yosi 

47 b . R. Judah : 

Our rabbis ta~ht : how should one conclude 
[the blessing/ Boneh Yerushal ayim? R. Yosi 
b . R. J udah says : "Savior of I srael ". 

However , the 3 emara 48 also records the following : 

~ . Abba says s . •. everyone who concludes .. . 
"Savior of Israel" in Boneh Yerushalayim -
behold , he is a boor . 

R. Abba ' s statement , made over a century fo llowing 

that of R. Yosi may have reflected the decreasing 

popularity of "Savior of Israel" durin~ the third 

century . Or we may consider the following hypothesis : 

while both "Savior of I srael" and "Builuer of Jerusal em" 

were (equally? ) popular during the first two centuries 

of the Cormnon Era , the 100 years following the un-

successful Bar l ~okhba rebellion saw a pervasive 
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disillusionment within Palestine over hopes for 

political autonomy and for a rebuilt Jerusalem . The 

result was a greater tendency to conclude Boneh 

Yerushalayim with "Savior of Israel", especially g iven 

that this benediction was more appropriate for a nation 

already dispersed to other lands as well. 

Therefore in an effort to sustain a commi tment 

among the people to a Jerusalem free from heathen 

domination , R. Abba introduced the sanction against 

the alternative , "Savior of Israel" . In this light , 

we can also understand the question posed by the 

editor of the Gemara 49 following R. Yosi ' s formula: 

!J5o we saiJ yes to "Savior of I srael" and no to 
"Builder of Jerusalem"? Rather I should say : 
also "Savior of Israel" 5-s acceptable as the 
concluding benedictio!!l. 50 

For a time, both formulas remained acceptable (see 

opinions of Rav Sheshet and Rav Nahman , above ) ; the 

combination of both thes e elements in the benediction 

may even have reflected a liturgical option chosen by 

some groups : 5l 

Rabba b . Rav Huna visited the House of the 
Exilarch ; he opened with one felemen~ and 
concluded with two [elements i n the closing 
benedict io!!l . 

Rashi 52 assumed the f ollowing versions to have 

been used i n t he above incident : 

.. . when he began the blessing , he did not say 
"Have mercy 0 Lord on Israel Thy pecple and 
upon Jerusalem Thy holy city" ; but rather he 
said only one of them . And he concluded with 
two : "Savior of I srael and Builder of J erusalem". 
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Eventually . however , the f ormula "Builder of 

J erusalem" became the dominant pattern . And while 

new arguments were later raised by the commentators 

r egarding the proper wording of the closi ng benediction , 

the formula "Savior of Israel" had by then disappeared 

from Birkat HaMazon texts . 

That other options wer e still available , however , 

for the closing benediction is reflected in the 

fo llowi ng statement by Maimonides : 53 

One concludes [the third blessing/7 : f"Blessed 
a r t Thou~ Builder of Jerusalem" or " .•. who 
consoles (n-p-m) His peopl e Israel in the 
building of Jerusalem". 

And regar ding a variant form, t he Rosh54 alludes 

to the argument prohibiting the combination of two 

e lements in a closing benediction (see Ch . III , 

"clos i ng benediction " ). 

Ther e are those who explain that if they would 
conclude with f"Bl essed art They who has 
compass ion for His people and the 3uilder of 
Jerusalem", this would be two felement§.7 . 
But , " .. . who has compass ion for Hi s people 
in the building of Jerusalem": this is one 
Zelemen::V , i n that God will s how compass ion 
by means of the building . 
But Rav Jonah , may his name be remembered for 
a blessing , says t hat t his is als o considered 
two fel ement_il , as we find in "havinenu" 55 
in which they established , " . .. and the righteous 
will be joyful in the building of Thy city" , 
the essence of which is two blessings : the 
righteous ones and Jerusalem. And yet, the 
one who concludes " . .. who shows mercy for His 
city i n the building of Jerusalem" is one who 
concludes with one ze1emen.!7 only, for Jerusal em 
and Zion (His city ) are one. 



- 66 -

Still another ver s ion is found quoted in the ~ur : 56 

And Rav Alfasi wrote: . . . one cpncludes with 
"consolation" by saying , " ... Bring us up into 
her midst and console us , for Thou art the One , 
the Master of Consolation. Blessed art Thou , 
who has mercy for His people Isra el throu~h 
the building of Jerusalem" . 

Differences of opinion concerning even the word 

"mercy" itself in the closing benediction entered the 

halakhic discourse. On one hand , Isser les commented , 5? 

••. and there a r e those who s ay " .. . who builds 
Jerusalem with mercy" ; and this is our custom . 

And o~ t he other hand , in the commentary ' Orhot Hayyim , 5S 

The third is Boneh Yerushalayim . .. and they 
conclude it with "Blessed art Thou, O Lord , 
the Builder of Jerusalem; and they do not 
include "with mercy" in [the concludi ng 
benedictio!}/' ; rather, He will only build 
Jerusalem in judgement, as it is said ( I s . 1:27) , 
"Zion will be built i n judgement ". 

:·Jhile these examples from the literature are not 

meant to be inclusive , they do represent the lack of 

uniformity across the various rites themselves. 59 A 

graphic illustration of the extent to which variation 

has been tolerated in the closing benediction to Boneh 
60 Yerushalayim has been presented by Heinemann . 

Surveying the bl essing in the "prayer for Jerusal em" 

category across t he liturgy , he found at least twenty

six s eparate concluding formulas . And Finkelstein , 61 

who compiled the s ame blessing for Birkat HaMazon alone , 

has publis hed nine variations . From our perspective , 

these data must be interpreted within the framework of 
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the liturgical need~ of local Jewish communities. The 

liturgy which these communities used was one which 

tended toward standard ization f or the sake of national 

unity at the same time it resisted rabbinic fiat at 

the expense of local customs . It was clearly a liturgy 

responsible to the people ' s shared theology : i n this 

respect , the content of Boneh Yerushalayim across the 

different rites is not boldly inconsistent , nor are 

the needs expressed therein mutually exclusive . And 

yet in spi~e of the codifying literature , the l iturgy 

did not level the differences within the Jewish people 

as a whole , but rather it has retained and sustained 

the mosaic dimension of Jewish 'avodath ha-lev . 

D. Amen: Amen has been discussed in the literature62 

as the liturgical response corresponding to "Blessed be 

Thy glorious name that is exalted above every blessing 

and praise " in the Temple sanctuary . Al so , the manner 

in which Amen could be enur.ciated was linked to a man ' s 

future reward. 63 During the Tannaitic period and the 

early Amoraic period , Birkat Ha~azon led by an i ndividual 

was affirmed by means of the communal Amen response : 64 

Rav said to his son Hiya : my son , snatch .{the 
cup of wini/ and say Grace . And so said R. 
Huna to his s on Rabba: my son , snatch .{the 
cup of winy and say the '} race . This implies 
that he who says the }race is super ior to one 
who says "Amen" . But it has been taught : R. 
Jose says : greater is he who answers "Amen " 
than he who says the bl essing . Said R. l\ehorai 
to him : I swear to you by heaven that it is s o. 
The proof is that while the common soldiers 
advance and open the battle , it is ~he seasonerl 
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warriors who go down to claim the victory . On 
this point there is a difference between the 
Tannaim , as it has been taught : . . . he who says 
the blessing is more quickly [_rewardeg] than he 
who answers "Amen" . 

However , by the beginning of the fourth century , 

one could answer "Amen" to his own recital of Birkat 

Hai·iazon: 65 

One taught : he who responds "Amen" after his 
own benedications is praiseworthy ; but another 
taught: he is to be reprimanded . There is no 
contradiction: the former refers to Boneh 
Yerushalayim ; the latter to the o~her benedictions . 

At the same time , an "Amen" at the conclusion of 

Boneh Yerushalayim served to separate the first three 

blessings generated by the Torah from the last blessing 

ordained by the rabbis : 66 

was 

Abaye responded t"Amen" to Boneh Yerushalayiy 
with a loud voice for the day laborers to hear 
and s tand up , because HaTov veHafl:etiv is not 
ordained by the Torah . Rav Ashe used to respond 
softly, so that the laborers 9hould not hold 
HaTov veHal'tietiv in contempt. 67 

The placement of Amen following Bcneh Yerushala~im 

similarly understood by Maimondies : 68 

Why does one answer Amen after Boneh Yerushalayirn , 
since the blessing HaTov veHa f1,etlv follows 
after it? Because this Zlatte!/ blessing was 
ordained by the Tannaim and all of ~t is 
additional . But the end of the ess ence of 
Birkat Ha.Mazon i s Boneh Yerushalavim. 

It is noteworthy that Amen is not recited as the 

conclusion to Boneh Yerushalayirn in either the version 

of Rav Amram, in the Sephardic r ites (A), or in the 

Sng lish - Nort hern French - ~ erman group published by 

Finkelstein. 69 And while Amram may have felt that 



- 69 -

"Amen" was no longer appropriate before the conclusion 

of the entire Grace , neither did he include Amen at 

the end of the fourth blessing . This brings us to the 

unique relationship of the fourth blessing vis -a -vis 

the rest of Birkat ·Ha~azon . Discussed s pecifically by 

the rabbis , it is this relationship which we will 

examine in the following chapter. 



CHAPTER IV 

HaTov veHarfoti v 
(The Good and the One Who Does Good) 

l 
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1 Although the literature ~enerally refers to the 

blessing HaTov veHal-ietiv as the fourth blessing in 

Birka t HaMazon , the f1iishna records a version of this 

blessing independent of the ~ race : 2 

. . • For rain and good tidings one says : Blessed 
is He , the Good and the One who does ·g ood . For 
bad tidings he should say: Blessed is He the 
righteous Judg e . 

I n the discussion following in the Gemara , 3 

however , R. Abbahu records an alternate blessing f or 

rain formulated by Rav Judah and R. Yohanan : 

... :Je g ive thanks unto Thee for every drop which 
Thou hast caused to descend for us . .• Blessed 
art Thou , 0 Lord , to whom abundant thanksgivings 
are due " . 

~urthermore , both Rabba and Rav Pappa submit 
4 variant concluding benedictions to this same prayer : 

The editor of the ::; emara was thus faced with an apparent 

contradiction between the ll'iishnaic formula and the 

opposing bless i ng discussed by the rabbis . His reply , 

probably wri tt en i n the latter half of the fourth 

century , 5 was a s truggl e to find the a ppropriate 

set ting for the r.1ishnaic formula and t hereby to reconcile 
6 the competing blessings : 
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.. . there is no contradiction : [the formula 
in the I1ashnaJ applies when he heard [that 
it had been raining/7 , the other when he 
actually saw i t . But if he heard [that it 
had been rainingl , this too [riiust be considered 
a case olj good tidings : and our Jf-ishna states : 
"For . •• good tidings one says , etc ." ; (and 
because the phras e "good tidings " implies 
hearing that it has rained , the words "for rain" 
in the I.ashna must refer to a nother circumstance , 
so as not to appear redundant) . They must both 
refer to when he actually sees it ... .{the formula 
in the Mishn~ applying when little rain fell , 
the other when there was a heaV'J downpour . Or 
i f you want , I can say that both refer to a 
heavy do\'mpour , [fhe Mishnaic forrnuly applying 
t o a landoi.-mer , the other t o one who is not . 
/jui/ our r.:ishna teaches : He who has built a 
new house .. . says , "3lessed ... who hast kept us in 
life ... " ! There is a teaching : the summary of 
the matter is: over things of his o\'m he says , 
"Blessed ... who hast kent us in life ... " : over 
things which belong to-him and others he says , 
"Blessed is He , the ~ ood and the One who does 
good " . 

This discussion , recognized l ater by Maimonides, 7 

attests to the early independence of HaTov veHaXetiv from 

the 3 race . r.:oreover , a second tradition recording the 

use of Ha Tov veHaJ1ietiv in a house of mourning is further 

evidence for the blessing ' s independence: 8 • 9 

Mar Zutra visited the house of Rav Ashe who had 
experi enced some bereavement . He opened and 
blessed : "HaTov ve-HaMetiv , t rue God and Judge , 
who judges in riehteousness , and in judgement 
takest the s ouls of men , who rulest in Thy 
world, doing according to Thy will , for all Thy 
ways are judgement and all is Thi~€ : we are 
Thy people and Thy s ervants , and ir all circum
stances it is our duty to g ive thanks unto 
Thee and to bless Thee . 0 Thou who repairest 
the breaches in I srael , mayest Thou also repair 
this breach in I srael , granting us life . •· 

l e have referred to this phenomenon earlier (see 

Ch . I I I) whereby a bles sing may appear in variation in 
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otherwise unrelated s ettings throughout the liturgy . 

~·J i th regard to Boneh Yerushalayim, however, the Gemara 

at least pres ents a unified account of the historical 

development of this blessing from the Biblical per i od . 

On the other hand , because the rabbis showed far less 

agreement regarding thP. origin of HaTov veHaMetiv , later 

commentators seemed less constrained to preserve this 

fourth blessing in its "orig inal" form . For although 

at least one tradition claimed that the entire Grace 

was ordained by the Torah (see Introduction) , there 

were competing traditions that i nsisted that HaTov 

veHaf.1etiv was "rabbinic": that it was fixed during the 

Tannaitic period for some definite purpose . I t is this 

disa 5reement a mon-; the rabbis that we will now consider. 

A. "Dating" HaTov veHaMetiv: There are three 

parallel texts t o in early rabbinic literature which 

claim Biblical support for HaTov veHa~etiv a s the fourth 

bless ing in Birkat Haf~zon . The following pas sage from 

the Jerusalem 1r almud is cited in the name of a specific 

rabbi; the other two are anonymous : 

R. Ishmael said : HaTov veHaf11eti v is from the 
Torah , a s it is said (Dt . 8 : 10) , " ... the good " : 
this i s the blessing Boneh Yerushalayim ; . .• 
" that He gave to thee .• . " : this i s HaTov veHai11etiv. 

Other rabois , however , countered that HaTov veHaMetiv 

was of more recent origi n. The following is the under-

standing of Eliezer b . Hyrcanos who cited the blessing 

in terms of more contemporary events : lt 
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On Shabbat , one begins and ends with "consolation", 
and refers to the sanctity of the day in the 
middle . R. Eliezer says : if he wishes to 
include it in the "consolation", he may do so ; 
in Birkat HaAretz , he may do s o; in the 
benediction instituted by the sages at Yavneh , 
he may do s o. 

R. Eliezer , who was a member of the Sanhedrin at 

Yavneh following the destruction of the Temple , could 

have been among those sages who , according to the 

account , instituted HaTov veHaMetiv ; if this were the 

case , we would consider the years immediately following 

defeat by the Romans i n 70 C. E. as the pr obable period 

for dating the blessing. However , R. Eliezer later 

moved to Lod where he presided over his own school . 

Thus if the "sages at Yavneh" instituted the bless in~ 

after he l eft the Sanhedr in , we could assume a s lightly 

later dating . While ei ther of these views would be 

consistent with the Talmudic passage cited in his 

name , a second consideration supports the later dating . 

Rabban Jamliel , who became president of the academy at 

Yavneh following the death of R. Yohanan b . Zaccai , 
12 still knew of only three bl essings in Birkat Hafl:~ : 

If a man ate fi~s , grapes or pomegranates , he 
should say [th~ three blessings : these are 
the words of Rabban :;arnliel. But the sages 
say : [One should sail one blessing , the 
essenc e of three . 

It is reasonable to assume, then , that R. Eliezer 

made his statement about the benediction "instituted by 

the sa:;es at Yavneh" some time after Rabban Gamliel ' s 

ruling , probably after the former had moved to Lod . 



- 74 -

Just how long after remains uncertain, especially in 

view of the followin; Baraitha which adds a new 

dimension to the problem: 13 

Rav Nahman said . . . the benediction HaTov veHar:etiv 
was instituted at Yavneh in connection with the 
slain of Betar , 14 for Rav r.'iatna said : on the 
day the s l ain of Betar were allowed burial, 
there was instituted in Yavneh the benedication 
HaTov veHar.:etiv : HaTov (th

1
e Good) becaus e the 

bodies did not decompose ; 5 and Haf1,etiv (the 
One who does good ) because they were allowed 
burial . 16 

This tradition , l7 which developed in Babylonia 

at least a century following the fall of Setar , 

introduces data which is confusing historically : 

first , R. Eliezer did not mention Betar in his own 

account , nor did he include the mass burial as an 

explanation for instituting the bl essing . Furthermore , 

it is probable that he did not live to s ee the end of 

the 3ar Kokhba rebellion ; 18 his knowledge of the 

blessing in Birkat Ha~.azon thus could render the later 

Babylonian tradition chronologically inaccurate . 

Secondly , it i s doubtful that Hadrian would have 

allowed the ::>anhedrin to reconvene after the costly 

Roman victory . And thirdly , this "historical " genesis 

of HaTov veHaketiv hardl y seems to justify its i nclus ion 

in a Grace after meals. Thes e difficulties have l ed 

to a number of more recent attempts to place the 

establishin3 of HaTov veHaf.ietiv at a different time or 

place. •·;eiss , l9 for example , s u..,..gests that the blessing 

was ins:ti tutcd by the Synod convened at Usha 20 after 
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Antoninus-Pius had annulled the anti -Jewish laws 

enacted by Hadrian . He not only rea!">oned that it woul d 

have been impossible for the Sanhedr in to have met at 

Yavneh immediately after the fall of ~etar . But a l s o 

he noted ~hat Yavneh is mentioned in connection with 

EaTov veEaT.!etiv onl y in the Babylonian Tal mud , while 

the pl ace name is not recalled in the Palestinian 

Gemara , And even in the r.iunich manus cript of the 

Babylonian Talmud , R. Eliezer ' s statement omits the 

words "at Yavneh". For 'Jeiss , Usha present none of 

these difficulties . Assuming that "the slain" were 

those killed in the Hadrianic persecutions and not those 

who fought in the Bar Kokhba rebellion , l·Jeiss dates 

the blessing after 140 C.E . Yet his the ory fai l s to 

explain how Eliezcr , who c er tai nly died before 140 C. E . , 

would have known of the blessing as part of the " race, 

whether or not it was ordained at Yavneh . A second 

tileory \las advanced by Halevy 21 who maintained the 

authenticity of the Amoraic tradition by hypothesizing 

a special meetine; of the ~anhedrin at Yavneh immediately 

followin~ the defeat at Betar . However, we know of no 

other lav: that came from Yavneh after Betar , ncr do we 

read of any questi on being sent to Betar from Usha 
22 during thi s period . Halevy ' s proposal of a "spec i al 

meeting" therefore , seems rather unlikely . Finkelstein23 

suggests a third alternative by f irst establishing the 

earliest possibl e date of inception~ 
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recognizing t he obvious parallels between the Didache 

the early Christian prayer of thanks - and the first 

three bles::;ings of the Grace , Finkelstein writes , 

The date of the Di dache 2Ja i s somewhat uncertain , 
but it is generally hel d to belong to the last 
decades of the first century . Hence the parallel 
s eems to point to the fact that in the generation 
immediatel y following the fall of Jerusal em , the 
Birkat Har.:azon had only three benedictions . 

I n concurrence with the Baraitha ascribed to R. 

Eliezer , Finkels tein a cc ept s t he fixi ng of Ha Tov 

veHaf11etiv at Yavneh . However , he rejects the later 

Babylonian tradition which weaves the Betar tragedy 

into the history of the bless ing . Figurin~ that the 

third century rabbis had by then forgo~ten the real 

reason for inserting HaTov veHaMetiv i n the Grace , he 

propos es that , 

..• with all reserve , the suggestion may be 
ventured that the occasion for the fourth 
benediction was the granting of permission 
in the early years of the reig n of Hadrian 
to r ebuil d the Temple . ( ! ) 

~hile ~inkelstein does not discuss the possibility 

that Ha 'i'ov.,,ve Halt;etiv existed independently of the '} race 

and prior to the Didache , his dating of the inclusion 

with i n Birka t HaI.,azon nevertheless merits cons id era ti on . 

For we have already seen i n the r.iishna 24 that Ha Tov 

veHaJ.leti v was the specifi c formula to be recited upon 

l earning good news . If , in fact , Hadrian promised to 

rebuild the Temple 25 early in the second century , this 

"good news " could have war ranted t he recitation of HaTov 
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veHallietiv in conjunction with a prayer for Jerusalem. 

Furthermore , such could well have been appropriate 

legislation from the Sanhedrin at Yavneh . On the other 

hand , HaTov vevHal'fietiv does not occur in the liturgy 

in connec tion with a prayer for Jerusalem anywhere 

except in Birkat HaMazon . Further , it is unlikely that 

Hadrian ever anticipated r ebuilding the Temple for the 

Jews . Rather his intention was to turn Jerusal em into 

a pagan city and to dedicate a temple to Jupiter on 

the site where the Jewish Temple had stood . It seems 

just as likely , g iven that Finkelstein ' s dating may 

indeed be accurate , that the "good news " was the 

report that the patriots in the Bar Kokhba uprising 

had developed sufficient s trength to wag e war against 

Rome and release the Yoke of foreign domination . 

A final proposal has been suggested by Suchler . 
26 

':/hile he agrees with Fi nkelstein that Ha:'o~eHar,:etiv 

must have been established much earlier than the revolt 

at Betar , he assumes a date even earlier than Hadrian ' s 

reign , and possibly even before the destruction of the 

Temple . His argument i s based on the rabbinic tradition 

ascribing the fourth bless i ng to the Biblical text . 

If the blessing had been instituted at Yavneh , he 

reasons , then R. I shmael could not have i gnored such 

a ruling , had it been issued during his own life as a 

rabbi. Buchler explains, 



certainly , then , the sages had already 
established the fourth blessing prior to the 
statement made by R. Ishmael ; for he and his 
colleague R. Yose the Galilean must have had 
the same notion that the blessin~ was much 
older : [thus we may ; uess that the bless ing] 
was established at the very latest in the days 
of R. Yohanan b . Zaccai , and perhaps already 
before the destruction of Jerusal em (loc. cit ., 
p . 142) . 

This propos al is certainly consistent with ot. own 

considerations that HaTov veHair1etiv wa s a recoe:nized 

formula before being considered for Birk.at JiaI.iazon . 

However, we disagree with Buchler on the following 

p:> int : he maintains that the rabbis who based HaTov 

ve:IaJ..etiv on th~ J iblical passage must not have known 

it had r eally been established at Yavneh . The blessing , 

Buchler arg ues , mus t have been ordained then considerably 

before the proclamation of R. Ishmael . '•le feel , 

however , that R. Ishmael could well have known that 

the formula HaTov veEaI.~etiv , already in existence , was 

attached to the 1race at Yavneh . R. Ishmael , for 

example , was a prominent member of the Sanhedrin before 

it moved to Usha. 27 It is improbable , therefore , that 

he would not have known of an enactment issued by this 

same body . And it does not seem to have been the 

purpose of the r abbis to discl aim the role played by 

the Sanhedrin ; rather they were interes ted in justifying 

the ruling of this court by substantiating the Biblical 

basis for this blessing. Therefore , rather than dis-

avowing the historical process whereby Birka t Har.lazon 
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acquired a fourth blessing , they reinforced the decision 

by providiJ16 the necessary support text from the Torah . 

There is a final note to be considered: while 

the recent investigators as well as most of the earlier 

rabbinic authorities agr ee that HaTov ve- HaMetiv did not 

enter the liturgy because of the events a t Betar , the 

tradition quoted by Rav Huna and Rav Matna increases 

our understanding of the alternate fw·1etion of this 

formula . In the following Barai tha , 28 the benediction 

is again associated with mourning observances: 

Rav Nahman b . Isaac said : know that HaTov 
veHaI1:etiv is not ,from the Torah 29 because 
they omit it in the house of mourning -
according to the teaching : what do they say 
in the house of a mourner? "Blessed. be He , 
HaTov veHaI.1etiv". R. Akiba said "Blessed be 
the true J udge". 

And in a parallel passage in the midrash , JO 

The one who offers a bless ing in a house of 
mourning does not say the fourth blessing : 
these are the words of R. Yosi the ~al ilean. 
R. Aki ba says "HaTov ·veHaJ:.eti v" , and the 
sages say "righteous .:i:udge". 

Notably , these two passages ascribe the same 

positions to different authorities . Y~t it remains 

evident that the f ormula Ha':'ov veHair.etiv, orig inally 

an appropriate benediction to be made upon receiving 

good news , was later expressed by s ome i n times of 

death and personal sorrow. ~·Je expect that the formula 

acquired a us e similar to that of the kaddish with 

which mourners were able to reaffirm the ir faith in a 
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good God even in the fac e of unexplainable loss . 

Buchler ' s hypothesis i s similar in this regard . Ba sed 

on t he passase cited above , he pro pos ed that before t he 

3ar Kokhba revolt, P.a~ov veEa l. etiv was only an optional 

f ormula t o be us ed in a house of mourning . However , 

after its us e in conjunction with t he mass burial at 

J etar , the custom of say i ng "Blessed be He , the ,.. ood 

and the One who does good " became entrenched in the 

liturgy of mourning . Thus we may sugges t that the 

Babylonian Amoriam in whose names the recital of 

HaTov veHat .. etiv accompanied the burial of the "slain 

a t Beta1 " , were not necessarily talking about "the 

fourth blessing of the Grace" , Rather they were 

referring to an independent tradition in which HaTo~ 

veHaI.1etiv became a fixed part of the mourning liturgy . 

B. Opening benediction and the problem of 

structure and function : As we have seen in previous 

chapters , the rabbis were as concerned with the 

structure of the bless ing as they were with the "setti ng" 

of the formul a . And their deciding whe ther HaTov 

veHaMetiv was "ordained from Torah" or "established 

by the rabbis'' d irectl y affected their legi s lation 

regarding its str ucture and its content: the blessin~ 

by this time had also become a fixed section i n Birkat 

Hahiazon , and i ts relation to the three blessings before 

it was at issue . The following passage from the Gemara31 

includes one of ~everal Ber aithot s upporti~ t he 
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argument that HaTov veHaMetiv is merely " rabbinic": 

Rav Isaac b . Samuel b . r .. arta said in the name 
of Rav : know that HaTov ve .... Hal1leti v is not 
ordained by the Torah , becaus e it opens with 
"blessed" and does not conclude with "blessed". 
according to the teaching: one commences all 
benedictions with "blessed" and concludes them 
with "blessed", excepting the benediction over 
fruits and commandments (i . e . short blessings 
which only open with "blessed" ) , one blessin; 
which follows immediately after another (i . e . 
the " joined" blessings) and the last benediction 
of the reading of the Sh ' ma .. . S ince one opens 
the benediction HaTov veHalVietiv with "blessed" 
but does not conc lude with it , the inference is 
that it is a benediction by itself . 

At first glance , thi s appears to be conf'irmin~ 

that HaTov veHaKetiv was ordained only by the rabbis , 

If it had been accepted as ordained by the same Biblical 

passage wh ich generated the other blessings , it would 

seem that it would have been " j oined" as part of the 

series and its opening benediction would have to have 

been dropped. And yet the root question i s not , as t he 

rabbis s ugges ted , its status as a blessing "from 'forah" 

or "from the rabbis". '.'! e know that there already was a 

rabbinic tradition favor i ng a Biblical basis to HaTov 

veHaI•1etiv . :Je must ask , instead , why this tradition was 

never accepted ; why wasn ' t the opening benediction 

discarded so that the fourth blessing would appear 

" joined"? Regarding the opening benediction , we must 

consider the original s tructure of the blessing itself : 

The::;e are the bl essings for which one does not 
conclude with "blessed": the fbenedictioW 
over fruit, for commandment s , the I nvitation to 2 the Grace, and the last bless ing in .B irkat Hai~:azon . .. J 
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Here the Tosephta declares HaTov veHaKetiv to be a 

"short benediction" . That the bless i ng may or may 

not have come from th e Torah is not of concern : what 

matters in the Tosephta is that it does not conclude 

with "bles sed" and must therefore , r etain its opening 

"blessed" to be identified as a bona fide benedication . 33 

The argument pr oposed by Rav Isaac thus becomes 

questionable : he maintained that P.aTov veHalr:etiv was 

not ordained by the Torah because it opens with 

"blessed". But we know f rom our discuss ion above 

(see Ch . II , Birkat HaAr etz : "opening benedication" ) 

that even a "joined" blessing may open with "blessed " 

if it has no concluding benediction , t hat is if it i s 

a "short" benediction. The bl essin?;s noted above to 

demonstrate that "jo ined" benedictions could begin with 

"blessed" were taken f rom the Havdalah ser vice and from 

t he preliminary list of short benedictions from ~he 

morning prayers . And whil e these benedications are 

not "ordained by the Torah" , ther e i s every r eason t o 

b elieve that HaTov veHahletiv could be cons i dered of this 

category , even i f it was based on the Torah passage . 

·!le read , however , in the continua ti on of the 

Tos ephta pas3age that , 

. • • R. Yos i the ~al ilean us ed to add a closin~ 
bendication t o the las t bl essing in Birkat 34 HaJi,azon , thereby making it a long bless1n3 , 



- 83 -

l:Je have no adjoining expl anation for R. Yosi ' s 

decision to alter the form of the blessing . According 

t o Rashba , 35 rt , Yosi also discarded the opening 

"blessed" so that it would be "joined" to Bone!!_ 

Yerushalayim and a s sume the status of a "bl essing 

ordai ned by the Torah" . Nevertheless , there is no 

i ndication in the text that R. Yosi dropped the opening 

"blessed" . On the other hand , if we assume t hat he 

included both an opening and a closing benedic t ion we 

must speculate that his version contained more than 

jus t the words " the Good and the One who does good", 

for s uch a short formula har dl y merits a closing 

benedication which would be almost redundant . Unfor-

tunately , we cannot know what additional e lements he 

may have added . Further , we are not convinced that 

he bel ieved HaTov veHaJ\:etiv to be f rom the Torah , just 

because he added a closing benedicatbn . 

But we return to our orig inal question : why were 

mos t rabbis opposed to the tradition t hat HaTov veHaf.letiv 

came from the Torah? We have already suggested that 

they need not have been conc erned with t he possibl e 

historical incons i stency of linking th~ bl essi ng to a 

Biblical passage . The r abbi s must have known that the 

Sanhedrin could "ordain" a bless ing without "authoring" 

it. Rather we bel ieve that the rabbis were unconv inced 

of the l1iosaic " truth" or "cer tai nty" implied in the use 

of the blessing . HaTov veHar .. etiv had been , to that 
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time , an acknowledt;ement of g ood news ; during mourning 

observanc e it was a l s o r ecited i n defiance of sorrow. 

The bless i ng , then , was appropriate onl y i n the case of 

unexpected or unpredictable events . That is , it was 

not to be spoken routinel y . I ts very nature seemed to 

demand its l imited use . Thus while the blessing may 

have been ordained during the national illus ion that 

Hadrian would rebuild the Temple, or at a t ime promising 

the defeat of the Roman legi ons , the rabbis could hardl y 

propos e that the Bible required an acknowledgement of 

~ od ' s goodness "because the Templ e would be rebui l t " . 

Ins t ead , this addition to the Grace had to remain the 

produc t of rabbi nic inspiration and piety . 

Referenc es t o "k ingshi p" and the expans ion of the 

text: Indirectly , the discussion concerning the s ource 

of HaTov veHai~etiv affected the content of the blessing 

as it expanded beyond its shortest f ormuJa : 

Abba Yos i b . Dostai and the rabbis disagr ee : 
one declares that HaTov veHru :ativ r equires a 
r eference to "kingshi p"; the other declares 
that it does not . He who says that it does 
require a reference to "ki ngshi p" i s of the 
opinion that this benedic t ion was ordained 
by the rabbis (and ther efore not a "joined" 
blessing g over ned by the r efer enc e to "kingship" 
in Birka t Ha Zan) ; he who says that it does not 
5equir e "kingshi py i s of the opinion that the 
benediction is ordained by the Torah . 36 

Thi s Baraitha r ecords a s econd-c entury disagreement 

among Tannaim whj ch probably r eflected an attempt on 

the part of the rabbi s t o maintain the formula i n its 

siropler form . Nevertheless , the J emara als o records 
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that during the second and third centuries , the text of 

the blessi ng had expanded well beyond " the ".; ood and 

the One who does good '', 37 The d i s cussion here concerns 

the number of t imes one should make reference to 

"kingshi p" in t he f ourth bl essing . Apparently , t he 

bless i ng had already developed s uch that the peopl e 

were i ncluding various elements not orig inally intended . 

The r abbis , rather thti.n attempt i ng to el iminate thes e 

new phrases , looked for a justification as the blessing 

developed . · The result wa s the assignment of a curious 

function to HaTov veHa~etiv : by v irtue of its be i ng de 

f acto a part of Birka t Har.1azon , yet at the same time 

not being a " joined" blessi ng in the t echnica l sense , 

this bl essing would be t he "depository" of l i turgical 

elements belongi ng in the preceding blessings but 

formally n ot admiss ible i n their texts . The "extra" 

refer ences to "kingshi p" then in HaTov veHaMetiv were 

thos e references "on loan" from Birkat HaZan and Boneh 

Yerushalayim: 

Rabba b . Bar Hanna said in the name of R. 
Yohanan: the benediction HaTov veHai\o'ietiv 
requires a r efer ence to kingship . What does 
he intend to tell us : that a benediction which 
contains no reference to kingshi p has not the 
name of bened iction? But R. Yohanan ha s alr eady 
t old us this onc e . JS R. Zera said: t hat is to 
say that DfaTov veHaf•1etiy requires t wo referenc es 
to kin~ship : one for itself, and one f or the 
blessing Boneh Yerushalayim . I f so , three are 
required : one for its own sake , one for Boneh 
Yerushalayim and one f or Birkat HaAretz. But 
what i s the reason t hat Birka t HaAr etz. does not 
have one? Because it is~ joined~' blessing 
(and t herefore is governed by the mention of 
k i ngship i n the o.pening benediction of Birkat 
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HaZan). But Boneh Yerus halayim , also bein~ a 
"joined" bless i ng , should not require [a 
reference to kings hi.Pl . Strictly speaking , 
even Boneh Yerus halayim does not require one ; 
but since it mentions the kingdom of the Hous e 
of David , it would not be proper to omit a 
r eference to the heavenly kingdom . 39 

Rav Pa ppa said : this i s what [JL Ze~ s aid : 
it r equires two references to kingship in 
addition to the one for its elf . 40 

This final statement by Rav Pappa , ~hich was als o 

chronologically the latest , was the position recognized 

consistently in the later halakhic literature . 

kaimonides , 41 for exampl e , s tated that "one needs to 

i nclude three references to kingship in the f ourth 

bles sing". Likewise the Tosaphists 42 wrote , 

. .. and if you ask why does one not conclude [the 
f our th blessingl with "blessed", the answer 
would be that it is a "short" blessing to which 
they later added three references to "kingship", 
"three ref erences to "benevolence" 43 and t hree 
references to "goodness " . .. 44 

In attempting to account for the additional 

references to "kingship" as well as the references to 

"benevolence" and "goodness", we have few if any sub-

stantial clues . '!Je will begi n , of course , by assuming 

that thes e elements were later additions ·to the shorter 

formula , "Blessed be He, the '.;ood a nd the One who does 

good". But further , the editor of the ~ emara imples 

that a mention of t he heavenly kingdom alongside a 

reference to the k i ngdom of the House of David woul d 

be improper . While this i s certainly an indication of 

theological pci t y , it may a l s o have been politically 
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motivated : although hope for the rebuilding of the 

Temple during Hadrian ' s reign may have led to the 

fixing of Ha'rov ve Hat.iativ in the Grace , with the 

elaps e of two more centuries these hopes must have 

altogether vanished . A blessing praisin; r. od ' s goodness 

f or the return of the Davidic line was no longer 

appropriate . A re - emphasis on ; od ' s heavenly rule 

rather than on a political kingdom through David was 

needed . The additional elements of "benevolence" and 

"goodness" augmenting the three references to '' kin3ship" 

filled this need to exalt ~ oa regardless of the social

political situation. Like the other blessing s in 

Bi rka t Ha1.:azon, HaTov veHaI·1eti v became time-universal. 

Attempts were even made to repeal the link between 

this blessing and the specific liturgy of mourning 

observance : 

.• . One does not say " the living King " Lin the 
fourth blessing of the Jrac~ , for they say 4 " t he living Ki n; " only in the house of mourning . 5 

Certain formal characteristics of HaTov veHaf\ ietiv 

may also explain the acceptance of additional elements: 

acknowledged as a blessing innovated by the rabbis , 

the blessing follows the "Amen" which concludes that 

part of the } race ordained by the Torah . And while it 

has not the status of the other three blessings , 46 it 

enjoyed the freedom of expansion not formally given to 

the "fixed" benedictions : 
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. . . R. Yohanan said i n the name of R. Shimon b . 
Yohai: the master of the house breaks bread so 
that he may do so with La ~ood wily, and the 
guest blessed (the 3race) s o that he may fa.l si/ 
bl ess his host . What benediction does he use? 
"fr:ay it be Thy will that the master of this 
house may not be put to shame in thi s world 
nor confounded in the world to come". rtabbi 
added to this : ''and may he prosper in all his 
possessions and may his and all our possess ions 
be successful and near the city : may Satan not 
have power over the works of his hands nor over 
ours ; and may there not leap before h i m or us 
any thought of sin , transgression or iniquity 
from now and forevermore . 47 

This freedom t o preserve a measure of spontaneity 

to Birka t Hat.1azon , even chough a spontaneity restricted 

within the framework of HaTov veHa1 etiv , continued 

unchallenged in the codes : 48 

foy brother , Rav Yehiel , may his name be r emembered 
for a blessing , wrote that they were accustomed to 
lengthening the blessing HaTov veHat.'letiv with 
several variations of "The All-fl'ierciful. . . " I 
do not know where this custom to add to one ' s 
supplications .•. comes from , but it is possible 
that they were accustomed to doing so from fthe 
passage in the Gemary : " . . . and the guest 
blesses (the 'J race) ; aabbi added to this .. . " 

Certainly there wa s precedence to concl ude one ' s 

prayers with personal s upplications : 

R. Eliezer used to add at the conclusion of his 
prayer may it be Thy will O Lord , our '; od , to 
cause love a nd brotherhood, peace and comradsh ip , 
t o abide in our lot , to enlarge our border with 
dis ciples , to prosper our goal ·Ni th a 4fiapp3 
end and with hope, to set our portion in the 
Garden of Eden , and fortify us with good com
panionship and the ; ood impulse of Thy universe ; 
this s o that we may rise up and find the longing 
of our heart to fear Thy name ; and may the satis 
faction of our soul come before Thee for good . 49 
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Rav used to a dd at the conclus ion of his prayer: 
may it be Thy will 0 Lord our "; od t o grant us 
long life , a life of peace , a life of good , a 
life of blessing , a life of sustena nc e , a life 
of bodily vigor , a life marked by the fear of 
3in , a li fe free f rom shame and reproach , a 
life of prosperity a nd honor , a life i n which 
the love of Torah and t he fear of heaven s ha ll 
cleave to us , a life wherein Thou fulfillest all 
the desires of our heart for good . 50 

Unfortunately , t he spirit of s pontaneity disappeared 

as printed editions of Birka t HaI.iazon texts with "type -

s et" variatio~s spread . And while , f or exampl e , the 

number of passages beginning with "The All-fl':erc iful " 

varied extensively a cross the rites (s ee Ch . V) , this 

last opportunity f or personal expression within Birkat 

Haf.;azon was s urrendered by the people themselves in 

f avor of the rote recitation of s olidified f ormulas . 

' 
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CHAP!'ER V 

Rites of Birkat HaMazon 

Several of the rites to be presented in this chapter 

will also be found in Finkelstein's article on Bi~! 

Ha.Mazon; we therefore have not considered duplicating 

his valuable apparatus here. Rather the several orders 

collected for this chapter have been arranged such as 

to document two of the major positions held in this 

study: 1) that Birkat HaM.azon continued to develop 

beyond the Talmudic and Gaonic eras; and 2) that given 

the rabbinic ideal of liturgical uniformity, a signifi-

cant degree of variation and local custom was preserved 

across the minhagim. 

A. The Palestinian Birkat HaMazons The Palestinian 

ritual observed during the Gaoni£. period is yet being 

rescued through analysis of the discoveries made in 

the Ezra Synagogue at Fustat, Egypt near the turn of 

the last century. At that time, Solomon Schechter1was 

able to transfer some 100,000 pages to the Cambridge 

University for study. Clearly, the publication of 

these documents is of major importance to the student 

of liturgy. As has become applrent in the preceding 

chapters, our understanding of Birka!_HaMazon in its 

early development has been gleaned from limited halakhic 

references to the blessing in the Tannaitic and Amoraic 

literature. The Gemara established the basic framework 
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of the blessing by fixing the order in which each 

blessing follows the other and by cannonizing certain 

words and themes. Yet we have no recording of even a 
. 

partial Talmudic nusah for the Grace. Not until the 

Gaonic period do we find a complete text of Birkat 

HaMazon. Even here, as we will note, the earliest 

extant siddur of Rav Amram is in a highly redacted form. 

The genizah manuscripts -therefore, afford us our 

earliest records of a Grace which was used by members 

of a congregation. 

In the present stage of research with these genizah 

fragments, it is difficult to unravel the pure Palestinian 

nusab from the modifying influences ot local Egyptian 

minhag or from the effect of the Babylonian rites. 

Nevertheless, what has been found could not have been 
2 altered beyond the eighth or ninth century. As such, 

these texts are invaluable aids in tracing with greater 

accuracy the development and expansion of Birkat HaMazon, 

from its fluid and possibly uncontrolled form in the 

Talmudic period . In the present study, we have chosen 

to include two texts of the Grace taken from the 

Palestinian genizah, since each represents certain 

characteristics worth noting. The first is the nusab 

reproduced by Mann J (Fragment #18) in 1925. Immediately 

apparent is the rhymed form of Birkat HaZan which deviates 

radically from all other rites, including the Palestinian 

rite published by Finkelstein 4 three years later. 
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Remembering the discussion in which Rav had approved a 

variation of Birkat Hazan in the name of Benjamin the 

Shepherd (see Ch. I), we are now able to say with 

certainty that major variations from the norm continued 

to be acceptable at least five centuri es after Rav•s 

opinion. And as we have discussed in the same chapter 

in connection with the pi'el construction of the root 

b-s-r, the present rite also appears to stress God's 

function as provider rather than emphasizing the 

elevated importance of the food itself. A second 

characteristic missing in the Babylonian and Egyptian 

rites of Amram and Saadia reproduced below is the 

occurrence of a Biblical passage in each of the first 

three blessings traditionally understood to be ordained 

from the Torah. 5 Concerning the beginning words to 

Birkat HaAretz, we note the initial prepositional 

phrase "for our land". - This leaves open the question 

regarding the possibility that the blessing once 

included an opening benediction beginning with "blessed". 

Also in Birkat HaAretz, we see the double reference to 

"Torah" and "covenant" which suggests the merging 

influence of the Babylonian rite. In Bo11eh Yerushalayim, 

the option to use the root n-b-m on Shabbat according 

to the Talmudic dictum (Ber. 48b) is taken. And 

finally we find reference to the connection between 

satiation and the destruction of the Temple which later 

becomes a part of the Italian and Romanian rites which 
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were themselves dependent upon the Palestinian nusah. 

The second text taken from the genizah is that 

published by Finkelstein. The more conventional Birkat 

HaZan is noteworthy for its inclusion of the word imanu 

which remains a continuing characteristic in the Mabzor 

Vitri and in the Italian nusa.P. In Birkat HaAretz we 

find the singular and literal reference to "covenant• 

and "Torah" as well as the absence of the Bi~lical 

support verse , Dt. 8110. 

B. Seder Rav Amrams According to an epistle in 

manuscript at the beginning of Rav Amram's siddur, Rav 

Amram (d. 875) sent a complete order of the prayers 

for the entire year to Rav Isaac b. Shimon of Spain. 

Speculation has been raised 6 as to the true authorship 

of the siddura at the very least, it can be seen that 

some of the general text consists of modifications 

added in Babylonia by halakhists of later generations. 

Indeed most scholars admit that the received siddur is 

a corruption of the original, replete with copyists' 

errors and intentional alterationsa therefore, it is . 
difficult to discern which passages belong to Amram's 

own compilation. The version of the Grace presented 

here is that which Goldschmidt 7 has reproduced -

having relied on the following most heavilya 1) the 

14th - 15th century manuscript in the British Museum, 

representing the Spanish rite and reflecting the minhag 
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used in the copyist•s congregation; and 2) the 14th 

century unuscript be.longing to The J ewish Theolog ical 

Seal.nary in New York. Amraa's versi on as presented 

here is characterized by the abs ence of Biblical verses 

and by the characteristically Babylonian use of the 

phrase •for Thy-covenant whi ch You placed in our 

.flesh•. I n the same •nner, •Torah• i s recalled with 

the phrase •for the Torah that You ga"ffe to us•, although 

one wou.ld have expected the usua.l •Torat-kba •. In the 

~lessing Boneh Yerushalaxim, the spelling indicates the 

phrase •our Shepherd, our Provider, our Sustainer •• • • 

rather 1.han "guide us, provide for us, sustain us •• •, 

the former requiring no change on the Shabba t 8 when 

petiti ons were considered inappropriate. Note also 

that Boneh Yerushalayim begins with the root r-b-m and 

concludes with n-b-ms the closing benediction contains 

neither root. ComJ&red with other rites which developed 

centuri es later, Am.ram's fourth blessing, HaTov veHa.Metiv, 

is relatively short, extended only by an unexpectedly 

long lis t of indirect petitions t o the •All-Merciful• . 

c. Saadia's siddurs Two important discoveries 

have rescued Saadia's siddur from oblivion. I n 1851 a 

copy of the work was found in the Bodleian Library of 

Ox.ford Universityi at the end of the century, additional 

fragments were uncovered in the Cairo genizah. Various 

theories have been proposed f i xing the date and place 

in which Rav Saadia Gaon (882-942) composed his siddur.9 
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Ginzberg 10 for example, wrote that Saadia formulated 

the work in Egypt at the request of the Egyptian 

congregation; however, given Saadia's own personal 

observations of local Palestinian and Babylonian customs, 

it is probable that the siddur was not completed much 

before his appointment to the academy at Sura . While 

Rav Amram•s compendium was dedicated to the Babylonian 

tradi tions of the Amoraim, Saadia's work on occasion 

was at variance with the rituals observed at Pumbadita 

and Sura. 

Again it must be assumed, therefore, that Saadia 

was cognizant of both Babylonian and Palestinian 

traditions as he composed his siddur. In general, and 

specifically with regard to his version of Birkat 

Ha.Mazon, his work is characterized by its uncomplicated 

form and brevity. Saadia's genera~ methodology was to · 

present liturgical naterial which would be understandable 

to everyones as differentiated from the scholarly 

orientation of his predecessor Rav Amram, Saadia wrote 

primarily for the people. A key element in the 

preparation of the prayer s he arrane,ed was Saadia 's 

own awareness that praying was still done by heart . 

Even then, the inclus ion of Biblical support texts was 

yet being disputed on the basis that these passages would 

be misquoted if one relied only on h~s memory. 11 This 

however, was probably not Saadia' s reason for excluding 

all Biblical references from Birkat HaMazon. Elsewhere, 12 
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he permits Biblical verses during the musaf service on 

Passover, provided that these verses are recited 

carefully and were previously committed to memory. 

As we have suggested above, the omission of Biblical 

references may well have been Saadia's polemic against 

the Karaites• use of Scripture in their Grace. 

The clearest indications of Palestinian influences 

in Saadia's siddur are contained in the blessing Birkat 

Hazan. They are reflected mos t clearly in the phrase 

"covenant, Torah, life and sustenance" and in the words 

"ki hi nba.ltanu" rather than "she-hint>.alta lanu" (see 

Finkelstein's Palestinian r ite ) . 

D. Maimoni des' rite: The version of Birkat HaMazon 

ascribed to Maimonides is found, not in an early siddur, 

but rather at the end of the book Ahavah in his Mishne 

Torah. The chapter is "Seder Tefi!!2t kol Hashana" 

("the Order of the Prayers for the entire Year") and 

is in fact a supplement to his preceding review of 

liturgical halakha. Nevertheless, the authorship of 

"Tefillot kol Hashana" has been questioned lJ in that 

no reference to this chapter is made in the Mishne To!:!,hs 

nor does the chapter begin with a preface by Maimonides. 

On the other hand, Goldschmidt assumes that Maimonides 

compiled the liturgy, yet believing the chapter was 

not to serve as a nusah compos ed unto itself. Rather he 

feels that Maimonides was merely transmitting that which 

was the custom during the time he was in Fostat (Cairo). 
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The extent to which Maimonides was influenced by 

the competing rites practiced in Egypt is difficult to 

ascertain, because the Cairo community was then 

supporting the traditions of both the Palestinian and 

Babylonian congregations which must have had some direct 

influence on each other. Similar to Saadia's version 

of Birkat Ha.Mazon, the Mishne Torah also contains 

elements of the Palestinian rite 1 ~"'""~'/' ,..., rather 

than ~ Pi)p)t ; 1J.:s14) p•'o ;nbl > ' 1.) rather than 

J )..>. ;>>1 P• ,., l.>. ~) ~,.,~iJ,l ~>'.>.•~ f>-'1.> Pa • Yet unlike the 

Palestinian nus!)l, Maimoni des omitted the word imanu 

and included the variant l.r'N ~e, (-""' h. P-. • We can agree 

with Goldschmidt that Maimonides had not intended to 

unravel the Palestinian from the Babylonian rite. But 

at the same time he must have been aware of the average 

man's confusion in the face of the varied nusabim for 

Birkat Ha.Mazon. We know, for example, that in his 

"Seder Tefillot kol Hashana•, the blessings he included 

were often not reproduced in their entirety. Rather, 

Maimonides shortened several of his entries with the 

word "etc •• ," 14 the implication being that these 

prayers enjoyed a basic fami l i arity among the people 

and a general uniformity in their recitation. Yet, 

because Maimoni des presented a complete verion of 

Birkat HaMazon, he may have been suggesting his own 

preference (compromise?) among the many existing 

alternatives. Maimonides' own nusab was hever adopted 
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at large, and became authoritative only for the Yemenite 

community. 

E. The Italian riter According to A.I. Schechter, 15 

the Palestinian liturgy, far from being displaced by a 

universal acceptance of the Babylonian rites , enjoyed 

a modified existence among the Italian congregations. 

Following the destruction of the Temple. in 70 C.E., 

Rome emerged as a bulwark of Diaspora J ewr.y. ~_..!!! 

continued to resettle in Italy during the Hadrianic 

persecutions and several yeshivoth were established. 

As the Italian Jewish community increased, the link 

between Rome and Palestine also grew. Thus while the 

Babylonian Talmud superceded the Pale~~inian in halakhic 

authority, Jewish scholars in Italy continued to write 

in the Palestinian tradition. Midrashim and £.!~tim 

became the vehi cle through which the independence of 

the Pales t i nian tradition was maintained. I ndeed, the 

liturgy remai ned the one area i n which the Babylonian 

Gaonim excercised little control . 

The text presented here is taken from Luzzatto•s 

edition, 1865. 16 I t is characterized ift Birkat HaZan 

with the introductory formula "Blessed be the One who 

satisfies the hungry; blessed be He and blessed be Kis 

name" which was ruled unacceptable in the codes . 17 The 

word imanu is included, and the inclusion of Biblical 

verses is emphasized . (Note that the word ~J~J~~ 

identifies j;ion pP/rP ';, '> e..> P.:> P pnP ,.,,.J) as a Biblical 

passage [Ps. 1)6:2.57 which i s not s o identified in 
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other rites. ) Birkat HaAretz begins with a rhymed 

extension and includes both the Palestinian and 

Babylonian r eferences to "covenant" and "Torah" . The 

weekday Boneh Yerushalayi m has also expanded well beyond 

the earlier rites mentioned. This nusah also builds the 

connection between satisfaction at the table and the 

memory of the destruction of the Temple in the "distant 

land". As we have suggested, this reference may be a 

reminder that the table has taken the place of the 

altar in the Temple. In addition to the normal Shabbat 

insertion ~.9·Po"J ~g,, Boneh Yerushalayim also includes 

a special insertion beginning with the root n-h-m and 

recalling both t he "covenant" and the "kingdom of the 

House of David"a surprisingly, "Torah" is omitted. 

The fourth blessing HaTov veHaMetiv contains a long list 

of petitions beginning with the formula "the All

Merciful". As is the case with the more recent rites, 

the Italian nusah concludes with several Psalms verses 

reflecting the hope in a redeeming God. 

F. Spanish rite: While we have noted that Am.ram 

Gaon sent his order of the prayers to the Spanish 

communit y i n the ninth century, significant differences 

exist nevertheless between Amram•s siddur and the 

current Sephardic ritual. It has been suggested 18 that 

the earliest Spanish rite was based on the Palestinian 

service and that Amram's order modified this ritual 

only in part. l 9 Co1'='obora.ting evidence is the s imilarity 

, 
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between the Spanish rite and that of the Yemenite 

community, the latter being independent of the Babylonian 

ritual. We should be cautious in considering Gaster•s 

claim, however. With the absence of any recorded 

Sephardic ritual prior to Am.ram's siddur. Gaster can 

only hypothesize that the Palestinian order was the 

basis for the later Spanish rite. The present text is 

based rather on the Castillian rite dating to the 

fourteenth century and represents the oldest ritual 

recorded in Spain itself. 

The clearest correspondence between the current 

Sephardic nusab and the Palestinian rite is the opening 

poetic variant in Birkat HaZ!n (see the Palestinian rite 

published by Mann). Birkat HaAretz includes both the 

Palestinian phrase "for the covenant, Torah, life and 

food" as well as the Babylonian reference "for Thy 

covenant which You sealed in our flesh, etc ••• • Note 

that in this latter phrase, "life" and "food" are 

repeated. Unlike the Italian ritual, the Spanish rite 

employs the grammatical form of petition C .. t))'bl t)'~?) 

in Boneh Yerushalayim according to the Palestinian 

decision of R. Hiya b. Abba who acceptGd this form on 

Shabbat because "such is the formula of the blessing•.20 

The final blessing is characterized by the large number 

of petitions, by the special blessing for the host and 

his possessions, and by the recognition expressed 

Biblically that God provides for His people through the 
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gifts of spiritual nourishment as well as physical 

sustenance. 

G. Ashkenazic rites Minhag Ash~z is the name 

subsuming that current of Jewish liturgy preferred by 

most congregations in Northern Europe, England and the 

United States. Although popular opinion 21 holds that 

the Ashkenazic rite is the historical extension of the 

Palestinian ritual and that the Sephardic rite is a 

product of the early Babylonian liturgy, we know from 

the preceding study that no such clear distinctions 

can be drawn. Jewish liturgy is certainly no exception 

t o the dynamics of cultural exchange, and our textual 

analysis of Birkat HaMazon has repeatedly pointed to 

these cross-cultural influences. 

In so far as the Ashkenazic rite can be traced to 

the Mahzor Vitri, 22 •23 this nusab may be considered 
24 indigenous to France and Southwestern Germany of the 

eleventh century and perhaps earlier. Birkat HaZan of 

the Ashkenazic rite herein reproduced is identical to 

that of the Mabzor Vitri except for the latter's use of 

both the word imanu and of the verse Ps. 145:16. To-

gether with the further o~ission of the phrase "covenant, 

Torah, life and sustenance" in Birkat HaAill!,. we f'ind 

evidence of Babylonian influences on the Ashkena&ic 

order. Similar to other rites of a later development, 

the AshJ.tenazic version concludes with a series cf Psalm 

verses testifying to the Lord's providence and care for 

those who trust in him. 
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B. Seder Rav Amram 
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c. Saadia's siddur 

jn::i ::ii~::i ,,::> c';!,y;i n~ un·,~ jT:i o';!,y;i 1'11.l 'U'il'N ,,, ilm~ ii-o 

un';!rmi '::> 'U'il'~ "' i? :iiu .?:>:i nN iT:i "' it ~ 0'1.lni::i, icn::i 
,, C',,7.l UN c'7:> ?:Y" j1T7J, Cl"n .,,,m n,,J :-i:ini, :i:ii~ ml'Jn ri~ 

"' om .1mm ;Y' f'Nil ?y "' ~ ~ "rY, c?iy? jott ·n~ C':>i:i7.li 

1J,311.l ?yi 1'1:>':1 ;y, ii'Y :?~"'\' ;y, illY ;~W' ;y 'U''1Y 'U':i';!~ 

t~i'J i1.lt' :inN ,~ wii;::i:n i,,i;.;i n'J:t ';yi i-n:i:>. j:>W1.l ft'~ ;y, 
::i,ip:i o7v\i' nN :iJ:ii / 'U'7.:l':l :'17.:l,i'7.:l7 "\'inll. ,,,, n':l n,:>'mi ,,,Y 
'U':lN '~ c,,~., ,,7.:l 'U'ii?N ,,, nl'iN ~ .jl'JN o?trli' :m:i ,.,, R :l 

i1:l"l1.l m;i c,,, c,, ?:>::i iw~ :l'lJl'Ji'n :i,~:i i?l'J:i u?m>. 'Ul\.,,:i i::>?1.l 

.:n~ ?:>i C'1.lnii niii iCni li1 iy? U'7l'Jl' Ri:ii iJ1.lY J'~'il' 

i~'t?J:i 'l.:'J'1 iT lZlniil .,,??> nlJ n:i.i11r m o?,y? Te'm' l7:Miil 

u::iipl'J :i?n1.l i'C' U'J'Y i>.:? m~' C'W' 'U':>ii ?;:)J u? "''~' :iim 

U''Y C't11' i1.lW lY1.l? 'UZlY iltuY' 11.l,C, iny iJ? iri1' miyi 'JllmlJ "lYl' 

.mW' ;y ci'7tu tttuY' ~:i ''1.lii1.l:i ci?vt :iwiy c,;w 



D. Maimonides' rite 

JHDi"I n::>,:i non 

.,,,., '1m • ., U'IOl o•on-i:i mm:i :i'IO::ll \'n:J a'71y.i nic pn a'7\p;i i'7o U'mat "f"IM im 

'7:::1'7 Jrl.;110\ ,.,. nll MUI ,\Oto '7:::1'7 OnDC\ ti M\, •::>,in a'7\p'7 u, ,on. '7M\ u, "IOn 

,-ill\ U>mM " ,., mu ·'7;,;i ntc pn " M':i M'll '11'14 'l'nM:i '1:::1'7 ma r::>c\ tin •n 

lfolD\ D"m f"l"iVI\ n.-u i"l:ln,, i"l:l\O mon V"Ut U'll'DM :it< a:'7ru:n uinS,ru;i •::t U'::>'7c 

i.nn •pvi '7p unic'r,, in-n."I '7p rr.lp nt:ie un.,D, C'"\YD rucn unau"l.~ ~ 
n:>'\l\ np:IO\ n'r.ian '1\0aO i= nM a>::>UD\ i'1 DoilO UM U'mat " rfro ~ unpim:i 

U>n'7M" en., JTID:l '7~ ~., '7v "~.nM im ,., vu ,0)( f"l:ll:>.i r.N., '7J11'l"'7at "nae 

1D:I M'tp.1;1 cmp;n 'mm nt:i.'1 ~ 1'1'C::t pcio l\':lr ~ ii•p a'n:mt ~ 1DP '"10" '7p 
n-i:i'1 '\1!7at::t :l'np:l a'r,,\'\• nat :u:n U'c•:i i"ID\PC'7 '1r.M in'Oo '1TI nt:i n\::>'7D\ '1"7p 
U':lM '7N,, a'7\Pf1 ,'10 U'mat " nN m:i qoau a'7ci\i• M \'Dn-i:l :uo " '1M iro 
01• '7::>:inn nio1t1 :i•cc.-n :1':D'1 qon"lm 1'70'1 :ipsr cmp u;mp U'N"ll:i m.,at U'::t'7o 

qon"l.'1\'"UQ\D'DCl:lf'i:lllCI') tcni.'1:ll0'7::>\C'On"l\iDmJnU'7DUN\,IUDJ1:l'DDMl.,)D'I'\ 

11\D,a, U':::IP tDni."l "TI:l.::>:l U0l"1D' joni.i D'f'iYl nyfJ "\lW'I' tcm.i D'm ,nS, ront1' 

m'J "'70'7 io:l :i;l1J1\ ;'Jc mpu:r 'mlD ..:i."'I c'nPt1 """' 1:7'1pc."'I n-:i l"ll'1l nr.:c."'I 
r:frrlt t::t :l\I:> t::t ..., m"'I :l'lt> 'J::t non- • ., " "'"1\"l'I 'Cpil 1l:n D""l'D::t rfnp "IP \V\1'n 

( ) ·non 

- 105 -

\ 



E. The Italian rite 
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\ 



- 11J -
Ori Sal:bazb 11JJ :-s; 

',, ..... ,_ ------ ···--- ,,,, ,... .. ~ ••• "," - '"'\'I • ·1..1 ~-if I I Tl,.I~~ I. .~.F;U ~ ._ .f~ ·1 : I '"•fl . . .. "' ..... -·..,~· .. ,, ........ - , - _,_ '"--..... - .. -Li •jlot!\' .,_ , · '! • : '-'l.J ~ I fft..;,i I I I ~· .~ :1·1 . 
T "IT .. ""· •• T: T 

\ 



- 114 

-,~' - · - ......... "-'~ - -:'\ ~'~ ---~ .... -~·· · ' . , ... _ ·~ ... i-"-= I l.'..IJ ~ · .~ .. I ly ! .. ":"' I 1°7 4"T° I I ... "; . It' ll I · 1 ~ 1 -! _tTI 

.... \.... ~ .. :.,-:., •••• ti..• - •t-111\..-,- .. ,~ .. '.:., .... , ..... -· .... :., .. ; 
~ ,,~ . -'~ I• .. ': . \' I I •l'?"L:I _ITI • I t~ l.Jz ,~ ... ~~ 11! •• t'.,.'·: "'(° 

•"""lo"'\ -•-•• .. ""\ • •:0,•""1•••"-i"'\ ._ ..... :., j~""I" "'-'"._ ,. __ ,.-.,...,.. 
~ /l- Ji1., t 1 j,- '!" IJ 1'r 1~ ._ ~ - · - .. •- i "'·~·-· I I.,. .. \~ 

,, ...... """I\.• ) -\..• -j'""I' \..•~- ..... -,- ·l"""'I · .... ,. .. , ........ u.,, 
. l..J \ ~\.' .. ') . , ·~: \,' IJ 11 7 1-:I _IT'I .~ I - 'T't!- : • ), IW : . . 

-·- !""1"'""1- '""'I°"'\••-, "~i'"" ( .......... \ .._ .... , -·- _, ___ .., •• ":'I ,, '.~.u • -~'-' ~ •.:.>:• •.· -r'- •"~ • '"~ = ,, '~-'-' " .•'-' . x.r-
~ .... , \...-,-:._ ....... .,,. •• :._'"'I- ... -- .._ ... , . • .._, •• ___ ..... -~- ---\..• 
1.1,T \'-'·..''\" ·~ ~ • <!!' .. ~-::- : •)tT ;l• .. ::' : -•-:- -• \ . , ..... , "' . . 
c:-,.,~ ~-"-""I~ ~-,-~- .. ••• ·~~ , • .., -···~-"'I~ -~, 

'-r
1 .,.or'- '"' ~-· -~ - -'!"!'", ~"! '- , ~+ '":' \'.; · ~ " 1

\ : 

~~.;~ t:pi~ 'TJ~; i~ .~~ ~~~ '~~ :jj::~'~,= i?i'.)¥'. 
• ......... i"'" .... , · - .... :,.,. .. -.,,.,":\ -n" • , ,,.~ •"'-'= ' •r ... Ii'- ' 1r Tor• 1 - , 

lil.l;iWC7 "0z;W n~:1 ~,j"~~1 C:Q"?Y..;ii? ~~uiiQ:J 
· ~~~w·". "07~~ iiK1¥~ ~ r-~~~ ii:t-P ~~· ~1 · ciC,W" 

• ~-, '"·"1 ~,,-:,:..-........... ,."".'\ '"'I',·"'~ ...... , •I""!,-~ ... ·~-' .. , 
t - T\~: - • ' \~ ~ ~.'"'f - l.J r ~l"f: jl.,I \.~-?: -' : 

:c·~?i>O :.r.? ii~.~;t?i ~~ ~~i;f .or u,?-r~~ Nii ir;01i:i 1'lP 

: i~?,?1 ~;i~? ~.~G ~r::::.T~ ~j~~l:,, t:f:!Ci; ~;;i jt;Q'l'j "'~ 
~·~ .~-,,f C"-- ......... , ltrr...•·- .t-' .. •- .,.,l 

: _ 1i;,; j;J\~ i' '·V '.lot-'' ' I 1~q r; "~ 

: n;i~~ ;-;;~? r.~r,:i ii~~~ il~~ll er:;~ tot·;; ~~' ~~ 
: n~;.'J i11 ~~""':"~ ~? c·~ Niii ~~'11 n::1 ""~ 



- 115 -

SUMMATION 

In the preceding pages, we have conducted a 

critical survey of Birkat HaMazon as a liturgical text. 

The present study examined the thesis that Birkat 

HaMazon was a product of a developmental processr the 

first stage might have been callee\ a "prehistory" in 

which the separate themes embodied in the present 

Grace were independent unto themselves. Each of these 

themes was probably expressed through informal "petitions" 

or •supplications• before God and took a variety of 

forms in the spontaneous prayers of the people. We have 

thus remained cautious about dating first prayers 

resembling, for example, the .ideas central to Birkat 

HaZan. We may suggest that the roots of such a prayer 

were born sometime during the Biblical period with the 

first fruit offerings and related harvest rituals. 

But our investigation gained firmer footing as these 

fluid prayer-expressions began to · appear in the rabbinic 

literature. Under the legislative discussions of the 

Tannaim and the Amoraim, these prayers began to assume 

a "required" if only elementary ·rubric. During this 

time, the benedictions were defined and their minimal 

requirements established. During this period too, the 

four major themes of the Grace developed their 

associations with each other, and Birkat HaMazon emerged 

as a definite liturgical unit. Even then the text was 

not fixed. Rather. the Amoraim were responsible for 
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deciding what the framework of the Grace wou1d bes 

there was still ample room for the addition of minor 

thematic material, and spontaneity was yet a built-in 

dimension of the fourth blessing. We noted the element 

of variation well into the Gaonic period as the versions 

of Amram Gaon, Saadia Gaon and later Maimonides were 

reviewed. As the codes appeared, further restrictions 

and limitations were recorded. And while the •jor 

local rites maintained their distinctive characteristics, 

each one was eventually frozen in its form, aided by 

the increased availability of •type-set• 11!!.bzorim ••• 

In any study which at first attempts to be com

prehensive, u1timately the remarks written for the 

•conclusion• must also register those areas which 

remain yet to be examined. So too, in writing the 

present thesis, the author recognizes that an exhaustive . 
study wou1d necessarily have had to include a discussion 

including elements such as the followings the rabbinic 

decisions regarding the amount of food for which the 

Grace must be recited and the implications of these 

discussionsa the •short form• of the blessings already 

knotm to the Tannaima the concept of erring while 

reciting Birkat HaMazon and the importance of •fulfilling 

one's obligation•, whether for oneself or for another. 

·-With specific regard to the •textual developaent• of 

the Grace, the present study has, in effect, proposed 

a further area for research• that is, the Gaonic 

.. 
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responsa material to increase our understanding of 

the development of the blessing immediately beyond the 

Amoraic period. And in conjunction, a deeper and more 

critical s tudy of those phrases not required halakhicallY 

but which appear in many extant rites must be undertaken. 

For examples 

1) in Birkat HaAretz, c;:t-.,)c,__, ~,';).)\, ~ lyb3/~t. Pa 
P'?il'f .>'.>>' ~ 1 ;>&) ~·•-,!JJJ • 

2) in Boneh Yerushalayim, 1c.r 'i'_,.l\_ ,~ l)'-7.,9.> P1 lt.11 

P-" le, I~ '"' p JJ>J P9} ?t./J > )~" ·~·~. 
Furthermore, the variant texts which imply the 

appelative •the All-Merciful• is generally disregarded 

by all commentators. Since this division of HaTov 

veHaMetiv seems to be a later development than the 

other sectio~ of the Grace, its content and form may 

provide us with fUrther insights into the expansion of 

the text and its liturgical moment among the people. 

A final words In most American Reform-Jewish 

homes, Birkat HaMazon is no longer part of a daily meal 

ritual. While at one time this blessing was the f'amily's 

expression of Thanksgiving to a God who has sustained 

us with the hope of salvation as well as with the 

nourishment of food, the concept of a Grace-after-

meals has all but vanished from contemporary religious 

consciousness. To some degree, the lang\age barrier 

accounts for the diminished role of the blessing. Jews 

who neither read nor understand Hebrew are ill-equipped 
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to incorporate Birkat HaMazon as an element in their 

daily lives. But while the blessing is readily 

available in translation, the English copy, which is 

repetitious, static, and without inspiration, provides 

a weak alternative. Rather, Jews have abdicated an 

"English .. thanksgiving-aclmowledgement to the Christian 

sector where a "Grace" (albeit before meals) remains 

spontaneous and meaningful, at least on occasion. 

To be sure, there have been attempts - notably 

at summer camps and in a few Reform congregations - to 

reintroduce Birkat HaMazon as a part of a total program 

of "reidentification with our heritage". And while the 

blessing may now be heard again at larger community 

dinners (an image of the early bavurah-type meals?), 

it has failed to work as family liturgy again at home, 

despite its appearance in the UPB. Unlike the hallah, 

the Shabbat candles and the spice-box which have been 

readopted as viable symbols, Birkat HaMazon remains, 

at best, a forgotten prayer of historical interest. 

And perhaps this blessing spoke to those of earlier 

generations in a way it does not speak to us. If this .. 
is an accurate picture of Reform minhag, then we must 

first rescue - not the prayer text - but the theological 

propositions and religious yearnings which Birkat 

HaMazon was created to express. For if we who gather 

around a table remain unmoved by the idea of a Creator 

providing nourishments are not sensitive to our historic 
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roots in the lands do not cherish the hope in a world 

moving from slavery to redemption - then Birkat HaMazon 

can have no meaning. But if these concepts return 

relevant to the home as they are yet heard in the 

synagogue , then a blessing-after-meals within a 

Jewish framework should once more reaffirm its place 

in the fami ly's religious experience. 

r 
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NOTES TO CHAPI'ER I 
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Pne Moshe of Rabbi Margolioth, 18th cent. Although 
this observation is quite late, it is the only 
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Tur , op. cit , 

Finkelstein, L. "The Birka t Ha.Mazon, "JQR, 19 , 1929 , 
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Both Rav (Abba Areca) and (Mar ) Shmuel were first 
generation Babylonian Amoraim who studied under 
Judah haNasi in Palestine. 
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2:887. 

82 . This is true of the Karaite and Italian rites , and the 
Mahzor Vitri. 

BJ . Tur , op . cit. 

84 . Bet Yosef to ~ur , ibid. 

85 . Finkelstein , L. , op . cit ., p. 24) . 

86 . 

87 . 

Mahzor Vitri, p. 52 . 

The words "with ustt are also forbidden in Sefer Mordecai . 
quoted by Bet Yosef to Tur, op. cit . Similarly;-in ~~ 
W~gen Avraham to Shulnan Ar~ . Orab Hayyim : 187. 
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88 . Shibbole HaLeket HaShelern: 157 . Conta ins 13th 
century compilati on of ritual by Zedekiah b. Abraham 
Anaw of Italy. 

89 . The notable exceptions are the Yemenite rites wh ich 
show a d irect dependence on Maimoni des ' siddur; cf. 
Fi nkelstein, on . cit. , p . 24) . 

90 . Ma5en Avraham t o Shulban Arul), op. cit. 

Also see Baer' s comment ary in Avodath Yisrael , p. 155. 

91 . cf. I s . 51 :14 . 

92 . Baer, op . cit . 

93 . Sefer Abudarham: section on Birkat HaMazon , p . 101b, 
top . Reference is to the 40 years ' wandering in the 
wilderness . 

94 . cf . Mann ' s discussion of the genizah fragments for Birkat 
HaZimmun in wh i ch "for the food" is ommitted in t he 
Babylonian rites but included in the Palestini an: in 
Jacob Mann , "G eniza Fragments of the Palestinian Order 
of Service", HUCA , Vol . 2 . 1925 . 

95 . Kolbo , 2Jb . A collection of r ites and ceremonies 
extracted from Orboth_ll~yim of Aaron b. Jacob b . 
David haKohen by Shemariah b. S iml;iah (?) , 15th cent. 

96 . Bet Yosef to Tur , op. cit . 

97 . The Order of the Prayers for the Whole Year : Section 
Birkat HaMazon , i n Mishne Torah. 

98 . cf . Finkelstein , op . cit. I ncludes also the version by 
Abudurham, 14th cent. 

99 . W~ Dropsi e College (Halper 192 ) ; repr oduced in 
Finkelstein , ibid. See also page 246 , where the verse 
is shown in the Persian and Romanian rites , t wo Italian 
versions , the Amsterdam Haggadah and in the Mabzor Vitri. 

100. cf. Altmann , A., Saadia Gaon, in Three Je.wish Philosophers, 
Temple, New York , 1969 , P. 14. 
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NOTES TO CHAPI'ER II 

1. ~· 48b 1 cf. Tur , Orab ijayyim: 187 ; Mishne Torah , 
Hilkho't Brakho t , 2 :1. 

2 . Ber . 48b; J .Ber . 7 :1 (1 1a) ; Tosephta Ber. 7:1 . 

J . 

4 . 

5. 

6. 

7 , 

8 . 

9 . 

10. 

11. 

12 . 

1 J . 

14 . 

15 . 

16 . 

1 7 . 

18 . 

Ber . 49a, top: cf . p . 1 and ft . J 8 and )9 for a discussion 
of R. Abba a s Rav. 

~ishne Torah, op. cit ., 2 : J . 

Tur , op . cit . , 187 . 

But cf . Magen Abraham to Shulban Aruh , Orab ~ayyim: 
187 for a r epetition of t he position taken i n the Tur. 

M. Ber .4: 2 . Nehunia b. Hakana was a Tanna of the 1st. 
and 2nd . centuries . 

Ber.28b. 

M. Ber. 9 :4. 

Ber.60a; cf . prayer on leaving a bath - house, i bi d. 

M. Meg . 4 : 9 . 

M. Yoma7: 1. 

M. Ber.5 :2 . 

cf . Tur, op . cit , , end . 

Hertz , J , , The Authorized Daily Prayer Book, Shapiro , 
Vallentine & Co . , London , 1963 , p . 154- 155 . 

Rashi to Ber. 49a , top. 

cf ., however , t~e "'thanksgiving" of the Palesi;inian rite 
discovered in t he g:enizah fragmenti:: published by S. 
Schechter: reproduced in Petuchowski , J ., Contributions 
to t he Scientific Study of Jewish Liturgy, KTAV , New 
York , 1970 , p . J76 . Departing considerably from the 
Babylonian version , the Palestinian ri t e may in fact 
be closer t o t he "thanksg i ving" of the Temple ritual. 

cf . Finkelstein , L., "The Birkat ha-Mazon", J QR , 19 , 
1928-1929 , p . 247 - 248 . 

19. Lacuna to Ras hi te;v.t s upplied in f.~asoret HaShas : ''we 
thank Thee " ; but note no-de-kha rather than the 
expected nodeh lecha . 
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20 . Tur . op. cit. 

21 . cf . ' Or Zarua Zhitomir , 1862. section 199, Ber . 49a 1 
commentar y by Isaa'C"b':" Moshe; Tos . Pes. 104b-:~ 
Finkelstein , op . cit . , p. 249 , """"'N'Usai}Ez Ha~im. 

22 . German Tosaphist , 1215-1293 . One of his pupils was 
Asher b . Yehiel (ROSH) . 

2) . 

24 . 

25. 

26 . 

27. 

28 . 

29 . 

JO . 

This verse appears in this manner in the Thanks~iving 
blessing of the Amidah . 

Tur , op . cit. 

Bayit Hadash t o Tur , op . cit. 

Ber . 48b . R. Eliezar was a second ~erreration Tanna, and 
the brother- in- law of Garnliel II. 

Mishne Torah , op . cit ., 2iJ . 

Tur, op. cit . 

Shulban Arub , .2...E..!_cil. 

cf . Weill , J. in the Levi Volume (R . E. J .• 82 , p . 129 -
l Jl ) (in French) ; reported i n Finkelstein , op . cit . , 
p . 2JO , note 39 , 

Jl , Bayit Uadash t o Tur, op . cit . : ve-im . 

J2 . cf . Shibbole HaLeket HaShalem : 157 . 

JJ . 

J4 . 

35· 

36 . 

J7 . 

J8 . 

Finkelstein, op. cit ., p . 2JO , ft . 29 . 

J . Ber . 9:1(Jd). 

ibid . ; Joshua b. Lev i was a first generation Palestinian 
Aiii'Ora ; R. Simon was of the followi ng een~ration . 

The implication in citing these two verses together is 
that Torah cannot be separated from t:·.a land . 

Ber . 48b , bottom , R. Jose was a 4t h ganeration Palestinian 
Tanna (Jose b . Halafta?) ; Nahum the Elder was a Jrd 
century Palestinian Amora (Nahum b. Simai? ) . 

Bot h quotations have been ascribed t o Rav: cf . Masoret 
HaShas : ? to Ber . 49a; also, ",,. in the name of our Master 
( Rav)" in Cohen , A., The Babylonian Talmud , Tractate 
Berakot, p . JlJ , ft . 4 . This seems unlikely in view of 
the conflicting passage ascribed t o Rav: see above, 
S ection C: discussion be tween R. Zera and Rav Hisda . 



39. 

40. 

41. 

42 . 

43 . 

44. 

45. 

46 . 

48 . 

49. 
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Ber.48b - 49a. R. Ela i b. Eliezar was a Babylonian 
AmOra of the second cent ury. R. Abba was a Palestinian 
Amora (born in Babylonian) of the J rd. and 4th centuries. 

This position is upheld in the Jerusalem Talmud 1:9(3d): 
confirmed with proof texts by Rashi to Ber.48b: "Tor ah 
was r eceived by Israel in three places :~-on Mt . Gerizim 
(Dt . 27111ff) ; in the hills of Moab, and in the S inai in 
the tent of meeting (Dt . 28 :69) " ; c.f. Sota J?a. The 
covenant of circumcision is mentioned 1J times in 
Gen . 17 : c f . M. Ned.J : 11; position supported by 
Maimonides in Mishne Torah , op . cit. , 2: 3 and H ilkhot 
Milah 319 . 

Ber . 49a . R. Zera was a second generation Amora who 
emig rated from Babylonia to Palestine where he was 
ordained . Rav Hisda anti Rav Sheshet were Babylonian 
Amoraim of the same generation. 

Rav Hananel was a Babylonian Amora of the Third century 
and a disciple of Rav ' s. 

Rashba to Ber. 48b . 
1189) . 

Tur , op . cit. 

4Ja. R. Abraham b . David (1125-

cf . I sserles • comment to Shuil)an Ar~ , op. cit. The 
exception for women and slaves is still acknowledged 
by allowing thei r ommission of "covenant" and "Torah" 
f'rom Birkat HaAretz. 

The distinction is more apparent in the Hebrew , since 
both '' your covenant '' and "Your Torah " can ea~h be 
expressed by a single wor d using a suffix, (e.g . 
be- ri-the- kha ) . "Covenant•• and "Torah" would thus 
not be rendered precisely as they appear in the Gemara. 

Shul}tar. Arul) , op . cit: cf. also Karo's earlier commentary 
to the Tur in which he agrees with the Tosaphists in 
favor of the suffixed noun form . 

Heinemann, J ., Prayer in the Period of the Tanna'im 
and the Amora ' im , Magnum Press:-Jerusalem , 1966 , p . Jl. 
Heinemann recognizes that the preposition " for . .... 
( ' al) followed by a direct object is rarely preceded 
byttBlessed art Thou , O Lord". And while he draws 
attention to the similarity of this pattern with t he 
syntax in Dt . 8:10 ( . .. for the good land which He has 
g iven you, ) the Biblical verse contains only one 
direct object . 

Ber . 49a; cf . ?es . 102b , Sota Ba , and Betza 17a . 
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50 . Levi b . Sissi : a Palestinian Amora of t he first 
g eneration . 

51. 

52 . 

53. 

54. 

55 . 

56 . 

57 . 

58. 

59. 

60 . 

61. 

Ber . 49a , to p . 

Tur , OE· c it . 

Ber . 46a , bottom, 

Ber.49a . 

Tos . Pes . 1 04-b : hutz . 

Tur, on . cit. 

cf. Bayit Hadash to Tur , op. cit . : " . .. and it seems 
that we ought to have preceded ZBirkat HaZan7 with 
Birk.at HaAretz - in that the food comes from the land -
and afterwards to bless the fo od i t self •.. Therefore 
the explanation Lfs givenZ that because Moses 
established fBirkat HaZaDJ for Israe l when the manna 
fell , therefore it is the fi rs t • •. "; see also Tos. 
Ber . 49a : lomar and Tos. Pes . 104b : butz. ~-

Karl , Zvi, l\1eOak!j.m beToldot haTefilla , Tel Aviv . 1950 1 
p. 140. The weakness in this proposition as in much 
of Karl ' s writing is his failure t o define a n hypothes is 
as such or to document his position with appropr iate 
historical dat a . 

M. Ber . 1: 4. 

cf . M. Ber. 9:1 - J . 

cf . Mabzor Romania , Mahzor Turin , a nd 1;;aljzor Avi5!!£!! as 
reported i n Finkelstein, op. cit .• p . 249. 
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NOTES TO CHA PTER III 

1. Ber . 48b; cf. Mishne Torah , Berakhot 2 :1, Tur, Ora}) 
uaYim: 188-. -

2 . Ber. 48b ; Mishne Torah, op . cit . 

J, Ber . 48b 1 cf. J.Ber.7 1l ( lla) , Tosephta Ber . 7i1 , Mishne 
Torah , O·P . cit . 

4 . Ber. 48b ; cf . Rosh 7 : 22 to Ber . 48b . 

5 , Rashba 12a to Ber . 48b . 

6 . Sefer Haijinuch , commandment #4JO. 

7. Rosh 7 : 2 2 to Ber . 48b . 

8 . Palestinian version from the ~ eniza; reproduced in 
Finkelstein , L ., "The Birka t Ha- Mazon", JQR , 19 , 
1928- 1929 , pg . 211-262 . See parallels in Seder 
Saadia Gaon and Maimonides ' rite , p . 254 . 

9 . cf . Finkelstein, ibid : Seder Rav Amram. 

1 o. 

11. 

12 . 

lJ. 

14. 

15. 

16. 

Tur, op . cit , 

Finkelstein , -0p . cit~ 

Finkelstein, L. , The Amidah , JQR, 16 , 1925, p . 159. 

cf . Heinemann , J ., Prayer in the Period of the Tannaim 
and Amoraim, Magnes Press, Jerusalem , 1966 , pg . 48-50 
f or examples of prayers for J erusalem without the phrase 
" O Lord, our God": prayer for Jerusalem (Amidah) in 
the Ashkenazi r i tual, in Seder Rav Amram, and in 
Maimonides • version : the blessing of the Essence of 
Three in Seder Rav Saadia Gaon; and the Haftara 
blessing in the Ashkenazi ritual and i n Seder Rav 
Saadia Gaon . 

For ot her Psalms revealing Jerusalem in t he consciousness 
of the people , cf. Ps. 122 and Ps . 137 . 

cf. Lam.1: 1 7. 

Note especially Hos . J : 5, Is . 2 12- 5 , and ~he parallel in 
Micah 4 11- 5 . 

Heinemann, op. cit, , Ch . II . 

18 . ibid ., p~. ~8-51 . 
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19 . Ber . 48b , passim. 

20 . ~ahzor Romania (Venice 1526) folio page 115a , r eproduced 
in Finkelstein , oo. cit., P• 257. 

21 . noted in ~elis, J . , Minbage Eretz Yisrael , Jerusalem, 
1968 , p . 82 , sec. 8 {Hebrew)'. 

22 . Ber. 49a , t op; cf • .J . Der.1: 9()d ) and Shulban Ar!!Jl, 
187:4. 

2) . Rashi to Ber . 48b. 

24 . Mishne Torah , ' Ahavah , Hilkhot Berakhot , 2:4; also 
quoted in Bet . Yosef to Tur ,-r8?:4. 

25 . Rashi to Hos . ) : 5 . 

26 . Yalkut Shimoni : Samuel , 106 . 

27 . cf . Rashi to Hos . J :5 and the parallel in Ki drash Shmuel . 

28 . Tur , oo . cit .; cf . Shulban Aru}), op , cit . 

29 . Rashba to Ber, 1}8a: ve-ai-dae. 

JO . ibid , 

Jl. ~liesenberg , E. , "The Liturgical Term Melekh Ha- ' Olam" , 
JJS , 1 5(1 -2) , 1964 , p . JO , note 121 . 

J 2 , Heinemann , op. cit., p . 40 , note 29 . 

JJ . Ben Sira )6 :17- 19 ; in Finkelstein, QJ> . cit ., p . 220 , 

)4 . J . Ber . 4 : J(8a ) ; reproduced in Heinemann , op . cit., p . 49 . 

J5 , The exception is the I talian grouping, Finkelstein , 
op. cit ., p . 225. 

J6. J , Shabbat 15 : J(15b). 

36 . The element of Shabbat observance became critical, 
because r eference to the Shabbat itself had a lready 
become established in the Grace. .In a discussion between 
Rabena and R. Nahman b . Isaac concerning the recitation 
of kiddush , Rabena recalls . " ... on the Sabbath evenings 
and on the nights of a festival there is kiddush over 
the cup and a reference [f.o the Shabbat of festiva.!7 
in the Grace . 



37 . 

)8. 

J8a. 
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Commentar y to t~is oassage is found in ' Or Zarua , 
laws of a feast: 199. "One should not establish 
prayers and arrange supplications and say them on 
Shabbat as he does on weekdays : but the formula of 
the blessing which t he sa!;es [ilreadyJ established 
and fixea for everyday prayer are also permissible 
on Shabbat ... " Commentary compiled by Isaac b . 
Moses , £. • 1260 . 

Ber .48b. 

This is the earliest rabbinic r eference to a special 
bl essiru:: devoted to the Shabbat within the text of 
Boneh Yerushalayim. The practice became accepted 
halakha , c f . Kishne Torah, op. cit. and Tur and 
Shulhan Aruh , op. cit . The opening text of this 
i nsert "Be pleased and give us rest" can be traced 
back to a passage in Lev . Rabbah: J4 which discusses 
the roo t b-1 - tz in Ps . 140 : 2 , -Ysee also J. Shabbat 
in the name of Eliezer b . Jacob: noted in Abudurham, 
Prague, 1784 , p. 102 . ) 

It has been suggested {J . Petuchowski, personal 
communication , 1975) that the Shabbat insert in Boneh 
Yerushalayim was a t an earlier period an independent 
blessing for J erusalem which could have served as t he 
third blessing i n the Grace. ';Je find support .for this 
proposition in that the insert is sealed with a closing 
benediction of its own (see I talian and Palestinian 
rites) ; the blessing also incorporat es the root n-b-m 
in the closing benediction . On the other hand , it 
should be not ed that the "kingdom of the House of 
Davi d" does not occur in any of the extant Shabba t 
inser ts . This omiss ion would i ndicate that "Be 
pleased and give us rest" , if it served as an 
independent blessing within Birkat HaMazon , did so 
only as late as R. Abba ' s r uling calling for the 
inclusion of the Davidic kingdom . 

)9 . Ber . 49a . 

40 . cf. Rashi to Ber.49a . He explains that this formula 
allows for the i dea inher ent i n t he opening to be 
contained in the concluding benediction . 

La. lfii s hne Torah, op . cit . , 2 11 . 

42 . Tos . Ber . 48b : matbil. 

4) . cf . Rashi to Ber ., ibid . 

44 . Tur , op. cit . 

45 . Isaac B. J a l:ob Alfasi (101) -11 0)) ; wro"'te the Halakhot, 
the earliest major code. 



46 . 

47 . 

48 . 

49 . 

50. 

51. 

52 . 

53 . 

)li. . 

55. 

56 . 

57 . 

58. 

59 . 

60 . 

61. 

62 . 

63 . 

64 . 

65 . 

66 . 

Shul~an Aru2 . op. c i t. 

Ber.49a. 

ibid . 

ibid . 

ibid . 

Ber.49a. 

Rashi t o Ber . 49a. 

Kishne Torah , op . c i t , I 

Rosh 7 :22 to Ber.49a. 

cf. J . Ber . 4 :J (8a) . 

Tur, op . cit . 

2: 4. . 

Isserles to Shultan Arub: t 88 . 

- 135 -

' Orbot ijayim , Birk.at HaMazon: commentary by Aaron Ha 
Cohen of Lunel Steinber g and Son , Jerusalem , 1954- 55 . 
p . 71. 

cf . Shulban JI.rub , op. cit . .for an additional variation 
preserved in the codes: " • • . who consoles Zion in the 
building of Jerusalem" . 

Heinemann , op . c it ., pg . 50-51. 

Finkelstein , op. cit. 

Ber. 6Ja ; cf . Buchler . A.,~ of Jewish-Palestinian 
Piety , London , 1922 , p . 224.ff for possible occurrences 
o.f Amen even withi n the Temple Service : r e ported in 
Heinemann , OR· cit . , p . 80 , note 14. The general 
requirement t o answer Amen is also noted in Sifre 
to Dt . J2 : J , and is used as a liturgical affirmation 
in ICh . 1 6 : 36 . 

cf . J . Ber . , ch . 8 , end (12c ) , and Ber.4?a . For a 
more complete summar y of Amen in rabbinic literature 
see The Talmudic Encyclopedia, Vol. 2 , p . 46 - 50 , 
Jerusalem , 1949 . 

Ber. 5Jb . 

Ber.45b , bot tom ; cf . Succah J8b . 

ibid; cf. Meg 2Jb . 
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67 . i .e., so they would not omit t h e fourth blessing : 
Rashi to Ber . 45b ; cf . Sbulhan A~. op. cit . 

68 . Mishne Tor ah , op . cit ., 2 : 1 : cf . Tur, op . cit . 

69 . Finkel stein , OP . c it ., pg . 254 and 256 . Note that 
he correctly omits Amen from his own reconstructed 
text . 
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NOTES TO CHAPl'ER IV 

1 . ~1ishne Torah , Berakhot, 2 : 5; Tur, Orab ijayim: 189 . 

2. M. Ber . 9 :2; cf . Pes. 50a. 

J , Ber . 59b1 cf . Ta ' anit 6b . 

4 . ibid , Rabba declared , "God of t hanksgivings"; Rav 
Pappa s aid , "Abundant thanksg i·1ings and ~od of 
thanksg ivings". 

5. Rav Pappa , a disciple of Rabba , presided over his 
school in Nares for the nineteen years from J54-J75· 

6. Ber. 59b . 

7. cf. Mishne Torah , op . cit . , 10: 5 . 

8 . Ber . 46b . 

9 . It has been assumed that this prayer was offered as 
part of the Grace after meals in the house of 
mourning : cf . Cohen , A., The Babyloni~n Talmud, 
Trac tate Berakot , 46b . \'J e would arg ue tha t while 
this passage is included in a general discussion of 
HaTov veHaMetiv as part of Birkat HaMazon , there is 
no reference to the Grace in this specific incident. 
It would appear that the passage is included here 
only because of the associated nature of the dis
cuss ion , but is rathe r a record of an alternate 
use of the formula ; cf . Gemara ' s response to R. 
Akiba , Ber.46b; also Ber . 59b , bottom: " come and 
hear: if a father dies:- . . " 

10. Ber.48b ; Tosephta Ber.7 ; l and ~er . ? : l(lla). 

11 . Ber . 48b . 

12 . M. Ber . 6:8. 

13. Ber. 48b . 

14. 3etar1 scene of fina l defeat of Bar Kokhba rebellion , 
( 1 J2 -1J5) . 

15. Presumably , the bodies were not allowed burial for a 
time under t he edict of Hadrian ; in general, edicts 
established during Hadr ian's rule were revers ed under 
the new regime of Antoninus - Pius (138-161) . Burial 
of the slain was permitted in the year 1)8 or 1)9 : 
cf. J . E., vol . 1 , p. 657 . 
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16 . cf. the par~llel passag es in the name of R. Huna in 
J .Ber. ? :l(lla) , J ,Ta ' anit 5:4(69a) and B. Ta ' anit 
Jla . 

17 . cf, Tur, op , cit . 

18. cf. Finkelstein, 1 . , "The Birkat Ha-Mazon", JQR , 
19 , 1928-1 929 , p . 221 . 

19. Weiss , _ . , Dor:1 45 , esp . note 2; reported in 
Finkelstein , ibi d . 

20. cf . J .E. , vol. 11 , p. 645 . 

21 . Halevy ,_ ., in Dorot Ha- Rishonim, I , e , p. 74ff; 
reported in Finkelstein , 2..E.!_cit . 

22 . cf. Buchler , A., ''Toldot Birkat Ha1l'ov veHaMetiv" , 
i n Chajes Memorial Volume, Wien , 19JJ , p. 137-167 , 
(Hebrew section) . 

2J . Finkelstein , op , cit . , p. 217. 

2Ja . Didache : see article in J . E., vol . 4 , pg . 585- 587. 

24. l•~ . Ber . 9 :2 . 

25 . cf . J. E . , vol . 6 , p , 134. 

26 . Buchler , op. cit . 

27 . cf. J . E. , vol . 6 , p . 649 ; M. Eduyo~ 2 :4 . 

28 . Ber . 46b , t op . 

29 . Rav Nahman , speaking in the fourth century , knew of 
the conflicting t raditions regarding the origin of 
the rourth blessing in Birka t HaMazon . He assuined 
t hat if HaTov v eHaMetiv had been ordained by t he 
Torah, t he blessing could not have been eliminated 
f rom the 8 race , even in a house of mourning . However, 
we need not ass ume that R. Akiba and the rabbis were 
discussing the formula only as pert~ining to the 
Grace. Rather we suggest that HaTov ve.Har.~etiv was one 
of several formul as with which one greeted a mourner: 
cf . above, notes 6 and 7; also Ber . 60a and 60b . 

JO . cf . Evel Rabbati , 14:end ; in Buchler , op . cit ., p. 14J , 

Jl. Ber . 46a -b . 

J2 . Tosephta Ber . 1 19 . 



JJ. 

J4 . 

J5. 

)6 . 

37, 

JS. 

J9. 

40 . 

- 11.J.o -

cf. Tur , op . cit . , 189: that the blessing was 
originally a "short" blessing which read only 
''Blessed be He , the Good and the one who does 
good " .; also Rosh 7:22 to.Berakhot. 

Tosephta , on. cit . 

Rashba to Ber . 49a; cf. Heinemann , .2.E.:._cit ., p . 102 , 
note 6, forc>ther examples of HaTov vettaMetiv with 
only a concluding benediction. 

Ber.49a . 

Ber.49a , bottom. 

cf . Ber.12a and Ber.40b. 

cf . Rosh 7:22 to Ber . 49a: .• . in that they established 
that the kingdom of the House of Da vid be mentioned 
in Boneh Yerushalayim, it seemed fitting to mention 
the kingdom of heaven Lfn ij] also. However , they 
didn ' t want to mention the heavenly kingdom alongside 
the earthly kingdom: therefore they ordained the 
mem;ioning of the heavenly kingdom in HaTov veHaMeti v . 

Approximate dates for the rabbis mentioned in this 
passage are as follows : R. Yohanan , 199-279 ; Rabba 
b. Bar ;1 anna , 257- 320 ; R. Zera , 279 - 320 : Rav Pappa , 
J20- J75 · 

41 . Mishne Torah , op. cit ., 2: 7. 

l-1-2 . Tos . Ber . 46b: veHaTov ; cf. Ra shba £_p_:_cit . and Tur : 189. 

4) . ~hulban Arub, Orab ijayyim:189 . 

44 . The additional elements of "benevolence" and "goodness" 
are first mentioned by the Rosh 7:22 to Ber . 49a, and 
are established as halakha in the Tur , op . cit . They 
also appear in all versions reported by Finkelstein 
(1929), and were undoubtedly an integral part of the 
fourth bless ing bei'ore the period of the r.:edieval 
commentaries. There was no clear a~reement across 
the various rites , however, with regard to the en
umeration of these elements . Compare the following 
variations of "the three references to •goodness ' " 
in representative rites ; 

A. Blessed art Thou 0 Lord our God , King of the 
universe , . .. the ~ ood (1) and the One who does 
good (2) who , each and every day does good (J) 
araong us ; . . . he will reward us with grace , 
lovingkindness , relief, mercy , and all good {~?) . 



Li.6 . 

47 . 

48. 

49 . 

50 . 

- 141 -

{While t.his final phrase "all good 11 occurs 
in all rites , it is generally not considered 
among the three references to "goodness" 
required in the blessing . ) 

Palestinian geniza 
Seder Rambam 
Seder Rav Saadia 
Seder Rav Amram 

B. Blessed art Thou O Lord our God, King of the 
universe , . .. the good and the one who does 
good, who each and every day He does good, ( 1) 
He has done good, (2) and He will do good (J) ••. 

Thi s is Sirkes' enumeration ; he reasons with 
the Tosaphists that the three references t o 
"goodness " were required after Betar: thus 
the three additional words . This text of the 
fourth blessing is representative of most of 
the other versions reproduced by Finkelstein 
(cf. pg . 259 - 262) . 

An alternate enumeration is suggested by Sirkes , 
quoted in the name of Solomon b . Yehiel Luria . 
The last three are counted as a unit by eliminating 
all but one pronoun for God: 

C. Blessed art Thou 0 Lord our God, King of the 
universe •• . the Good (1) and the One who 
does good, (2) who each and every day , He has 
done good , does good and will do good (J) ... 

Tur , OE· cit ; cf. Shulban Ar\lb . 189 . Note that the 
Persian rit e ignores this prohibition , i ncluding 
''the living King• in its daily Birkai; Harw:azon : in 
Finkelstein , .QJ2..:_cit. , p . 262 . 

cf. Ber . 46a: "Rav J oseph said: know t hat HaTov 
veHaMetiv is not from the Torah, because laborers 
may omit it . " 

Ber . 46a . 

Tur , oo . cit. 

Ber . 16b; cf . l\1 .Ber. 4 14 . 

Ber .1 6b . The Gemara lists here personal concluding 
supplications of ten other rabbis, including those 
of Rabbi , R. Yohanan, and Rav Sheshet. 
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NOTES TO CHA ?!'ER V 

1. Schechter, S . , "G enizah S pet: i mens " JQR, vol. 10 , 
1904, 654-659 . 

2 . 

J . 

4. 

5. 

6 . 

7. 

8. 

9 . 

10. 

11. 

12 . 

13 . 

14 . 

cf , ~aul Kahle , The Cairo ~ eniza , Oxf ord , 1959 , 
pg . J - 1) : reported in 1.:illgram , A . , J ewish 
Worship , 1971 , p . J40 . 

r.:ann , J . , "::: eniza Fragments of t he Palesti nian Order 
of Ser vice", HUCA, vol. 2 , 1925 , pg . 269 - JJS and esp, 
p . JJ6. 

Finkelstein , L . , "The Bir kat Ha -Ma zon" , J QR, v ol. 19 , 
1928 - 1929 , pg . 24J ff . 

Ps .147 : 2 whi ch i s found i n t he Shabbai: insert herein 
reproduced is placed directly in Boneh Yerushalayim 
proper of the Fesab lit ur gy s hovm in Fragment .h 9 , 
publis hed by Mann, op. c i t. 

The arg uments are discussed i n Goldschmid t , D ., Seder 
Rav Amram 3aon, Mos sad Hara v Kook (publishers) , 
Jerusalem , 1971 , p . 7 ; c f . also p . 10 for speci f ic 
questions of a uthorshi p relat i ng t o th e section on 
"laws of t he meal" . 

ibid., pg . 45- 46 . 

cf . Ch . I II , note J6 . 

The discuss ion i s f ound i n Davi dson, I . , Assaf, s . , 
and Joel, I . (editors ) , Siddur Rav Saadia Ga on , 
Mekitze Ni r damim ( publ isher s ) . Jer us alem , 1941, 
pg . 22- 2) . 

Ginzberg , L , ~ eonica , vol . l , p . 166 . 

Ginzberg , L. , ''Saadia ' s S iddur", J QR, vol. 33 . 191}2-
1943 . p . J 16 . 

cf . Davidson , .Q.E.!. cit . , pg . 152 - 153 . 

cf. ::; ol ds chmidt . E .D., "filaimonides ' Rite of Pr a yer 
Ac cording to an Oxf ord Ma nuscri pt" (Hebrew) , 
St udies o:f the Res earch Institute f or Hebrew Poetry 
in J erusalem VII , Jerusalem , 1958. 

cf . f.Hs hne Torah , Ahavah , Seder Tefillo t kol HaShanah 
fo r bless ings includi ng the rol lowi ng : the last 
blessing afT.~r ?esuke Haze~iroth , and aft e r t he morning 
and evening Sh ' rna ; t he 1st , 2nd , 18th a nd 19th bl essing 
of t he Ami da i the Kaddi sh ; t he mi ddle bless ing of the 
Shabba t Amida , et c . 



15. Schechter , A. I . , Studies i n Jewish Liturgy, 
Phi ladel phi a, 1930, p.J. 
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16 . Luzzatto, D.S . ( editor) , MaQ.zor Minhag_Italiani , 
Leghorn , 1956 . 

17. cf . Ch. I , section F : "Blessed be the One who 
satisfies the hungry , etc ... •• 

1 8 . Gaster , M., The Book of Prayer and Order of Service 
according to the custom of the Spanish and Portugese 
Jews , vol. 1 , Henry Frowde, London, 1901, pg . xiv -xv . 

19 . This position i s t o be contrasted with t hat hel d by 
Heinemann; reproduced in Petuchowski, J., ~uide to 
the Prayerbook, Cincinnati , 1968 , p . 10 . 

20 . Not e the alterna t e grammat i cal form in t he follow i ng 
bless ing , HaTov veHalr.etiv , of t his s ame nusa}). 

21. Hertz , J . , The Authori zed Daily Prayer Book , Sha piro 
Vallenti ne and Co., London , 1959 , p . xxii. 

22 . Mabzor \' i tri was compiled by Simha b. Samuel in the 
11th century. 

2J . cf . Idelsohn , A. , Jewish Liturgy, Schocken , New York. 
1967 , p . 61. 

24 . Note that Finkelstein i ncludes the Ashkenazic Prayer 
Book i n t he English - Norther n French - German group. 
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