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This thesis explores the ancient Jewish ritual of hand washing and suggco;ts ways in 

which Reform Jews. today. can use hand washing and the accompanying hlcssing. as a 

part of new rituals. 

Chapter l explores the origins of ritual hand washing hcforc eating. Chapter 2 

cxphwcs the origins of ritual hand ,....-ashing upon awakening in the morning. Chapter 3 

proposes l<.rnr new rituals that include hand washing before eating in group scllini;s. hut 

fot:us on the silence between the washing and the Mot::i. Chapter 4 proposes a new ritual 

that includes a modification of the hand washing blessing. and uses the verb .. natar in its 

original sense meaning to lift. rather than to wash. This ritual is one of sclt:.hcaling. in 

which the ill person prays to God to help him or her .. lift the hands:· The thesis ulso 

contains an Introduction, Conclusion, Bibliography, and Acknowledgements page. 

The last time a thesis on ritual hand washing. or n ·,;tat yadt{rim. was written hy a 

New York l-llJC'-.IIR rabbinical student was 1955. by Rabbi l3cmard Zlotowitz. This 

thl·sis. in some ways. continues the work of Rabbi Zlotowitz. but offers a different slant: 

My ultimate goal was to see if I could take an ancient ritual. unknown to most Reform 

Jews and rejected hy those familiar with it and give it new mi.:aning and w;c for Reform 

Jews. I lmYi: partly tried to answer the question: What in our tradition that we have 

thrown out can we hring hack and still make meaningful? 

For tht.· lirst two chapters. I used mostly tannaitic and amoraic texts -· Alis/mah. 

Tosefia. and the Talmud'i. For final two chapters. I used contemporary materials ( hooks. 

articles. and \\iritings on the Internet) that focused on silence and healing. 
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Introduction 

On one of my first Shabbatot in Jerusalem, during my first year at HlJC-JIR. the dass 

held Friday night services in the campus synagogue and then headed to the mo-adm1 li.lr a 

potluck dinner. We made Kiddusl,, and then, one by one, students fonncd a line into the 

kitchen. I knew they wcren 't getting the food~ it was already on the tables. Instead. they 

were taking the time to ritually wash their hands in the kitchen sink. Each student 

washed, recited the blessing, and left the kitchen in silence. As more and more students 

emerged from the kitchen, those who were done washing began to chant a 11iggu11. This 

scene continued until every last student who wished to ritually wa,;;h returned from the 

kitchen. Then, the chanting ended, we said the Motzi, and we ate. 

I watched in stunned silence. The ritual wasn't foreign to me; my years of studying 

and breaking bread in multi-denominational settings had readily acquainted me with the 

Jewish ritual of handwashing before eating. But I had never seen Reform Jews engage in 

the practice, and I didn't know what to make of future Refonn rabbis. cantors. and 

educators participating in something that seemed entirely alien within our movement. (I 

quickly came to realize that the year in Israel is all about experimenting with rituals and 

practices, including the wearing of kippot and tallitol. laying t,'/illi11, keeping koslwr, and 

many more. Ritual hand washing was just a part of that.) 

As the weeks and months progressed, I, too, began to ritually wash hcfi:u-c eating -

hut only when I was with a group on Friday night. I especially enjoyed the silence. or the 

chanting of a 11igg1111, between the Kiddush and the Motd. I recall that I was challenged to 

remember the words, and I was grateful ti..>r the many places in Jerusalem that had signs 

over their sinks with the words of the blessing. 

Ritual lldl1d 11'11.~//i,1~: C1111 1111 Am:h:111 Ri11wl flt• Gi1'<'II .V,•11· .\foa11i11.1(' - .2 



When I returned to the States, I all but stopped ritually washing on Friday nights. 

Most Shahbatol were spent at the homes of conbJfcgants or clergy who went from 

Kiddush to Motzi, pausing only to bless their children~ or, at my own home, rushing to cat 

dinner before running out the door to services. In the latter situation. something had to 

give, given the scheduling constraints. and hand \.Vashing was an easy choice. 

During the past year or so, my partner Shira and I have had the opportunity to ha\'(: 

Slwbhat dinner at home most Friday nights before we head off to our respective student 

pulpits. And ritual handwashing has once again become a sometime part of our routine. 

Not only do we have a n 'ti/at yadayim cup that sits by our kitchen sink, hut we also have 

a towel with the words "al n 'ti/at yadayim" embroidered on it, and a ring holder to house 

our finger jewelry while we wash. 1 Do we engage in the ritual every week? No. But we 

do so frequently. I'm not sure why we do it, which is probably one reason we arc 

comfortable skipping it when ·'We just don't feel like it." We'd never consider skipping 

the candle lighting, the Kiddush, or the Motzi. I am intrigued by my own ambivalence, 

which has only grown since I began doing research for this thesis. 

I have otlen asked myself why Reform Jews, now apparently so comfortahlc with the 

ritual traditions of candle lighting, Kiddush, and Motzi (at least on Shabbal) either have 

no awareness or understanding of ritual hand washing, or have out and out rejected it. 

Before I began my thesis research, I would have offered the fi.)llowing hypothesis: Ritual 

handwashing is connected to some practice during Temple times (one reason Refonn 

Jews would reject it), or contains within it some notion of irnpurity or warding off evil 

I. The subject of chat::ir:ah - that no foreign ob.iect. partiwlarly _je\\'clry. may 1.:nr111: llL·twccn the 
hands and the \\later - is beyond the scope of thi~ thesis. 

Ruual lla11d lrashi11g: Ca11 a11 tlndt•111 H111111/ II.- (iil',·11 ,\cu· .\ft'a11111_1{' - J 



spirits or both (a second reason Rcfonn Jews would reject it). Now I know: hoth arc true. 

It hecomcs nhvious then. why the practice was omitted hy the early rcfrmncrs. And a" 

Rcfonn Jews of the cun·cnt generation have sought to include certain rituals long lost to 

Rcfonn Judaism, I'm not surprised that knowledgeable Rcfomi leaders have not steered 

Rcfonn Jews toward a practice that harkens back to the Temple and is meant to address 

our inherent impurity. 

So rm lctt with two questions. First, is there any place in Refonn Judaism for a 

traditional Jewish ritual whose origin conflicts with one or more basic theological tenets 

of Refom1 Judaism? Second, is it possible to re-introduce into Reform Judaism a 

problematic traditional Jewish ritual, but give it a new interpretation and use? 

I believe that the answer to the first question could be "yes," but that the educational 

undertaking necessary to teach Reform Jews about traditional rituals, l,a/akhalz, theology. 

and metaphor hardly makes the exercise worth the effort. Consider the reaction to the 

inclusion of m "chayei meitim in two places in the G \w·ot of the Amidah -- without any 

explanation - in the first draft of the movement's new prayerbook, Mishka11 T'/ilah. The 

oppositional ouh.:ry was enormous, and the final draft will include four instances of 

m 'chayei hakol, with m 'clzayei meitim following in parenthesis. 

To the second question, I would suggest that the answer is a resounding "yes." 

Refonn Jews, like most practicing Jews, enjoy ritual. Ritual helps us put our lives, or 

even just a moment of our lives, into some kind of order, and help us make meaning out 

of a world or condition that can seem chaotic. Rituals also help us forge our identities as 

Jews, cir as a specific "kind" of Jew - in this case. ''Reform." 

The subject of ritual hand washing - 11 'ti/at yadayim - is huge. While r have limited 

Ritual l/a11d Wmlr111x: Cau ,111 :l11de111 R1111al lie (;,.•cu N,·1, .\l1·11111111(' 4 



my discussion in this thesis to hand washing before eating and upon rising. this mitzl'ah 

applies to several other situations: 2 

• ancr excreting bodily waste 

• atlcr tiling nails 

• after removing shoes 

• atlcr combing the hair 

• after touching parts of the body that are nonnally covered 

• after leaving a cemetery or participating in a funeral 

• atler engaging in sexual intercourse 

• before reciting the Shema (this will briefly be discussed in this thesis when it 

relates to hand washing upon rising) 

• before reciting Birkat Hamazon (this will briefly be discussed in this thesis when 

it relates to hand washing before eating) 

• before eating parsley during the Passover seder, and 

• before reciting Birkat Hakohanim (by the priests, whose hands arc washed by the 

Levites). 

Regarding handwashing before eating and upon rising, some of the earliest halakhalt 

on the subject is found in the Mis/ma/, (especially Yadayim and B 'raklwt). Other early 

lwlak/101 arc in the Tos(!/ia, and we find both halakhic and aggadic passages on ritual 

handwashing in the Babylonian Talmud and the Jerusalem Talmud. The midrashim also 

contain lessons about 11 'ti/at yadayim. And of course, the tammim and amoraim were not 

the only ones lo teach about it. Maimonides, Caro, and others have all addressed the topic 

, J::mwlopcdi<1 .lut/c,im, Vol. 12 (Kctcr Puhlil\hing House. Ltd .. 1971 ): 99H-999. 
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in great ck·tail. 

In order to narrow my topic to a manageable length for a rahhinic thesis. I have 

chosen to focus as follows: I limit my lwlakhic and aggadic passages to certain la1111ailic 

and amoraic sources - Mis/mah. Tose.fia, Yerushalmi, Bavli, and early midrashim. In 

Chapters I and 2. I review these sources as they relate to two aspects of n 'ti/at _mdayim -· 

hcfon.! eating and upon waking in the morning. I have chosen this order, rather than what 

might appear to be the more logical reverse order, because the ritual apparently began in 

relation to food and then was expanded to include awakening. 

In Chapters 3 and 4, I propose several rituals in response to the second quc-stion I 

raised, namely, whether is it possible to re-introduce into Refonn Judaism a prohlcmatic 

traditional Jewish ritual, hut give it a new interpretation and use. In Chapter 3, I suggest 

four uses of n 'ti/at yadayim before eating, but in ways that explore the role of communal 

silence, something with which we Refonn Jews are not particularly comfortable. ln 

Chapter 4, I suggest a use of n 'ti/at yadayim upon waking in the morning. as part of a 

ritual of sclt:.hcaling. 

Ri111al lfand Was/ring: Co11 ,111 A11ci£'11J Ri11111/ IJ,· fill·,,11 A'e"' Mt'a11i11,1(' - 6 



Chapter 1 - N'tilat J'adayim Before Eating 

The /,a/akl,ic obligation for Jews to wash .their hands and recite a blessing before 

eating orginally applied to a situation far more narrow than "any Jew eating any meal 

containing brcad."·1 Initially, the law applied only to the Temple priest as he prepared to 

cat the k 'doshim. as we find in Sl,ahhat I 4h-l 5a (and in a very similar text in /:'rndn 

2 lh): 

l'>ll1'>Y i7>J?\!J )j?'>n\!J i7Y'V:l ?Nl>:l\!J 1Y.lN i1ili1'> 1"N1 ,n i7Y.))VJ ,n::,N, 

Qjt) 'l)N Dl '1]7 n>J\!J'I lJ.) o:,n ON ')_)J nl>:lNl ';np nJ nn~fi 0'>1'> 31)'>\.))i 

"lil)'>N ,nNl o,~,p, ,,) i7Y.l?\!J Nl1N ,Ji '>!n"ln i1.J'>\!JN) '>:1? n>:l\!1"1 '>)J 

.nonn, '1N ,nli 

And thus, Solomon decreed, as Rav Yehuda said in the name of Shmuel: 

At the time King Solomon established the laws of eruviu and washing 

hands, a Bat Kol went forth and said: "My son, if your heart is wise, My 

heart will rejoice, too" (Proverbs 23: 15). [And it said:] "Be wise, My son, 

and My heart will rejoice, and I will answer to those who disparage My 

word" (Pnn-erh ... 27: I I). Solomon decreed about the k 'doshim and they thus 

decreed about the t 'rumah. 

A. N'tilat Yadayim to Insure the Purity of an Offering 

According to the traditional understanding of the above passage. Solomon decreed 

that the priest was required to observe the ritual of n 'ti/al yadayim heforc preparing to cat 

those animals that were to be consecrated to God for holy purposes - the k 'doshim. 

Although the Bavli does not state so explicitly, one can guess that the thinking imputed to 

Solomon was that whatever was to be offered to God should he handled by purifi1.xl 

hands. We read in the Tanakh about Hiram, who, at Solornor's direction, huilt the mikn!/1 

.\. h1r a discussion on the current lw!akhic obligation, sec S.A., 0./f. 4: 18. 
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for the Tcmplc.4 lmmcrsing the body in water, and in some cases washing just the hands, 

as a means of purification was a well-established practice by the time of the Temple.~ 

As the passage indicates, "Solomon's" decree was extended from the k 'doshim l(l the 

t 'rumalt.1o although by whom is not clear. 7 This is a logical development, in that only the 

Rahbis wanted to make sure that every offering the priest presented was handled only by 

purified hands. But whereas only the priest handled the k 'dosl,im. hoth the Israelite and 

the Lc\'ite handled the t 'rumah or the t 'rumat hama ·aser. 

So now, everyone had to wash. It wasn't enough that the priest washed before 

prcpari ng and eating the k 'dos him and the t'rumah. The Levitc and Israelite were also 

required to handle food that would eventually be given to the priest as an offering. At any 

point in the chain - from harvest time to carrying the produce to Jerusalem to handing it 

over to the priest - the t '111mah could be made impure by coming in contact with impure 

hands. Thus, a requirement that the Levite and Israelite wash their hands before handling 

the t ·,wnah seems to follow. 

In a lengthy discussion that ends in Shabbat 17b, we learn of the eighteen g 'zerot that 

were enacted after a great debate between Hillel and Shammai. Included within those 

4. I Kings 7:23-25. 

5. Ser. for example T Chag. 3:2. 

<,. T'1w11ah means "that which is lifted or separated" and was an otlcring to he given w the priest. 
There were two types oft 'mmot: the regular offering, which the lsracli1cs had lo separate fr0m 
their own crops and give to the priest. and the t 'rumat lw11w 'aser. the tithe oflcring. which the 
Le,-itcs had 10 separate for the priests from the tithes they received. 

7. Rabbi Bemard Zlotowiti identifies them as Hillel and Shammai in "The Role of .Vctilat fodal'im 
in the I'alnmdic Peri0d With an Excursus on the New Testament's A1ti1udcs" (Rahb111k Thesis. 
llehrcw Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. New York. 19551: 37. Rahhi Zlotmvilz hasc:-. 
his assertion on a passage from Shahhat l4b. which reads □'1' '.,~ ,u·mm ntl 'Nov, '.:-'.:iil, "I lilkl and 
Shammai decreed lconccming the) uncleanness for the hands." We haw no ,vay of knowing 10:11 
cc11ain if the auribution is accurnte, but if so. Rabbi Zlntowitz's conclusion seems :wund. The 
passage from Sltahhat 14b-l 5a indicates thal "they" decreed ahout the 1 ·n111utl1; this follow!-. the 
line ahout Hillel and Shammai. In this part of the Hm•li. no other "thcys" arc mentiont·<l as 
decreeing anything about hands. 

R1111al lfa11d Wa.1·lll11g: Ca11 m, A11ch'111 Riw11I Ile G11·c11 X,·11· .\/,•am11g:' X 



eighteen prohibitions is a discussion relating to what makes the t 'rumah unfit. References 

to the t 'rwnah-rclatcd g 'zerot arc found in Shabbat I 3h-14h, one of which idcnti fies 

contact with the hands before they arc washed, as something that would make the 

t ·,wnal, unfit: 

nN l'?Ol!:l ,,N pn, ,.J, ,\!JY i1)Y.)\!J li1)'>) '>Nn ,,n ,.J, ,\!.IY n)>J\!.ll 

N.Jm )'N>JU l'P\!JYJ nnl\!Jm '>)\!) ?:>lN ?:>Nill )l\!.IN, ,:nN ,::nNn nnnnn 

tJ'>YJ )'ll? n\!h\!J lJnl l\!JN, ?Y l?!l)\!J ,,n\Jl l'JlN\!J tJ'>}'):) ,:in, l\!JNl 

l'P\!JrJ:::i lNYJ\JJ\!J o,',:,m □'>',:>1Nm o,, 7ll\Jill o,,,n, 1!'.lom ,,:::i,N~ 

Eighteen matters they enacted: What are the eighteen matters? We learn 

that these make the t 'rumah unfit: The one who cats food of the first 

degree and the-one who eats food of the second degree.~ The one who 

drinks an unclean liquid. The one who brings his head and greater part [ of 

his body] into water that is drawn.9 A clean person who drops his head and 

greater part [ of his body] into three /ogsw of water that is drawn. A book 

[ of the Bible]. 11 The hands [before washing]. 11 The t \:ul yom. 13 Foods or 

8. According to the lwlakhah. four degrees of ritual uncleanness are possible. The first degree is 
called the "father of fathe~" of ritual uncleanness. One becomes first degree unclean through 
contact with a human corpse or from being under the same roof as a human corpse. When the item 
or person who touches the corpse or is under the same roof as the corpse (the first degree of 
uncleanness) comes in contact with something else. that something else is considered unclean to 
the second degree. When the second degree of uncleanness comes into contact with another 
person or item. the latter is unclean to the third degree. And when the third degree of unclcannc~s 
comes into contact with another person or item. that latlcr is unclean to the fourth degree. I .imits 
arc huilt into this system. A first degree of uncleanness (one who !ouches a corp!>C or is under the 
same roof as a corpse) can convey uncleanness to all food or liquids with which he comes in 
contact. A second degree of uncleanness can convey uncleanness only lo t 'rumah or k 'd11.,hi111. A 
third degree of uncleanness can convey uncleanness only to 1 ·ru11111h. And a fourth degree nf 
uncleanness cannot con\'ey uncleanness to anything else. 

9. Water th.it that is draMJ is water that has passed through a vcssd. as opp0scd to "living water:· 
such as well water, river water, or rain water collected in a pit. 

IO. The amount of liquid that constitutes a log is discussed in Section D of this chapter. 

11. According to Slwbhat 14a, tht: t 'rumalt used to be stored near the sifi-ei l'omh. The hl,oks were 
damaged and had to be declared unclean. (The damage. according to lhc Slw11t•n,tei11 f,'clitio11 o( 
the l'almud. was caused by the mice who ate the food and then at~ the hl,nks. too.) 

12. According to Shah/mt 14a. the hands arc active and thus apt to toud1 things that could rendt:r them 
impure. 

I :l. l"'rn/ _mm is the "immersion day." On the day a person immersed himself. he is :-till wn~idcn.:d 
unclean, and would render the t 'mmah unclean ifhc touched it. Only once night foll comes is lu.: 

R1111al lland ll'mhi11g: Ca11 t111 A11cie111 Ri/1111/ fl,• Gi1·,•111\(·11· .\f,'(111111:,: :• 9 



vcssds that were made unclean by a liquid. 

Th<.· Rabbis came to realize that, if they wanted to protect the 1 ·rumah from becoming 

impure through contact with impure hands, the Levites and the Israelites had to get into 

the habit of regularly washing their hands. Thus, they extended the requirement of 11 '1ila1 

_radayim to every situation in which a person was ahout to come into contact with his 

own produce - the c/1111/in. 

M. Cltag. 2:5 states: 

They must wash the hands for the unconsecrated produce. for the tithe 

produce. and for the t 'rnmah. 

Once the Rabbis declared that a person must wash his hands, not only before he came 

in contact with produce that would be given to the priest for an offering, but also before 

he handled the produce that he would retain for his own personal consumption, it was 

only a matter of time before the Rabbis extended 11 'ti/at yadayim to all food, not just 

produce. The Hebrew word, chullin, which initially refers to the "unconsecrated 

produce," thus eventually came to mean .. all food," so that the decree meant that a person 

must wash his hands before eating anything. Why? To get into the habit of washing for 

the I 'rumah, as we see from Clwllin I 06a: 

'>)£lY.l l'>~J1nJ o,·p n?'>\'.1) )N'>~N ,::i pn!:1'> :n it:JN )':lN 1J '1'>N ::n iY.lN 

.nt:Jnn 1,0 

Rahhi ldi bar Abin said in the name of Rabbi Yitzchak bar Ashian: 

Washing the hands for ordinary food is done to develop the habit for 

t 'rumah. 

considered clean and able to touch the t 'nmwh. Shah/wt 14h finds suppo11 for this in l,cviticus 
22:7. which stales that once one immerses, "when the sun sets. he shall be ckan. and lallcrward~] 
he may cat of the holy things." 

Riwal lhmd Wmhing· Ct1111111 A11c1e111 Ritual He lin·en 1Ve11· .-\l,'1111111g:' -- I 0 



8. N'tilat Yadayim to Insure the Purity of the Self 

To reiterate: The mitzvah of n 'ti/at yadayim began with the priest, who was required 

to wash before handling k 'doshim. It was then extended from k 'doshim to 1 ·rumah, and 

then to clwllin; and, in parallel fashion, it was extended from the priest to the Levitc and 

Israelite. so as to ensure the purity of k 'doshim and t 'rumah. After the Temple's 

destruction and the demise of Tcmplt: sacrifices, the sanctity of the original priestly 

offering, k 'doshim. was transferred to the individual - that is, washing the hands before 

eating became the way to sanctify the self for the self (indication of which follows), not a 

way to purify the self in order to protect the sanctity of the offering. 

We find support for this assertion - that washing before eating is a way to sanctify 

oneself - in B 'rakhot 53b. Although this passage is more about washing for Birkat 

llamazon than about washing before eating, it clearly lets us know the purpose of 

washing before eating in the post-Temple era. 

'1:17 J:>Yt.) l)'IN lmN 'Nl'>l '::17 'N?'>l '1:17 'llYT n:n:m nN J:J}lt.) )t.)V., 7"n 

i11l.JY? ?10!> □ilHt.l'l' O\'.J:> 70,N 'l'U:mn '7 :I:>}'>:) :n\J 10\'.J ,r.nN NnN 

N'J, ,N,,t N? NlN pn~, 1:i 1onl :i1 7Y.lN n:n:i, n1';11o!l :mnnno o,·r, 1:, 

Ji iON i711n' :n 7t.)N1 N)),lj') N31'1)nY.J NJN N)l'1' 'INY.lnn N'J, 'N)'lt 

□''l'np on,,m o,l,\'.JN7 □'Y.l ,.,N □n'l'1pnm Nln Nn'll1Y.lJ n, '7Y.JN1 

.n:i,::i n o:,,m'JN ·,, 'lN )t.)\'.J m 'llnp "J □'lnnN □"t.) ,,N 

Our Rabbis taught in a baraita: If there is no oil, one may not say the 

hlessing. 1~ These are the words of Rabhi Zi'lai. Rabbi Zi'vai says: One 

may say it. Rav Aha says: The lack of good oil prevents it from being 

~aid. 1' Rav Zuha'mai says: When one has an evil smell, he is ineligible for 

14. According to Rashi. this means that those ,..,·ho regularly wash their hands with oil following the 
meal may 1101 participate in Birkur Hama:011 until they have washed with oil. 

15. According lo Rashi. '"good oil" is oil perfumed with fragrant spices. 

Hi11111/ lfa11d IJ'aslring: Ca11 w, A11c1,·111 Rima/ Ile G11·,·11 .\'cir Al,•11111111(' - 11 



Temple service: thus one whose hands have an evil smell is ineligible to 

n:c..·itc the blessing/ Birkat I /amazon/. Rabbi Nachman bar Y itzchak said: 

Zi"lai and Zi'vai and Zuha'mai I do not know, hut I do know a haraita of 

Ra\' Ychuda speaking in the name of Rav, and others taught in the 

haraita: "Sanctify yourselves" (le1·i1ic11s 11 :44 ). These arc the first waters 

I washing prior to catingJ. "And you shall be holy" (/.<'l'itim.1· 11 :44 ). These 

arc the second waters [washing before Birkat llamazmr]. "'For I am holy" 

(Lnitirn., I L44). This is the oil. .. I am the Eternal your God" (frl'iticus 11:44). 

This is the blessing [Birkat llamazo11]. 

Another indication that ritual hand washing became an act of personal purity comes 

from Rekorol 30b: 

N,N ?.JjJ) .,).,N ir.>N □N1 nnm,, l'?JjJ) :,n"N1 □'~)::>? ,,,::ipY.l , .. n 

N? l1l1n\.)J <')N 0">!)))? ?.JljJ N?l l1lifl\J? ?.J'P ll'1lN )">7.JjJY.) Q'>!))J? 

.,:i,p 

Our Rabbis taught in a baraila: We accept a chaver if he promises to 

observe cleanliness of the hands. Afterwards, we accept him as one who 

will observe the other rules of purity. lfhe said: I only promise to observe 

cleanliness of the hands, we receive him. If, however, he promised to 

observe the rules of purity but not the cleanliness of the hands, then even 

his promise to observe the rules of purity is not regarded as a genuine 

promise. 

In this passage, the Rabbis are discussing what it takes for someone to be considered 

a member of their elite group. His observance of the laws of ritual purity appear to be the 

:-tandard used. And even if he observes all the rules for ritual purity, that is insufficient 

unless he also observes the law of cleaning his hands. 



C. N'tilat Yadayinr: Strictly Observed or Not? 

llnw strict is the obligation to wash hcforc eating'! The Rahhis of the /lal'li seem to 

unin-rsally uphold the obligation to wash one's hands before eating. hut. as ,vc will s1.·c 

later in a text in the Yerusha/mi, washing hcfbrc eating is there said to he a mutkr or free 

choice. But even if the Rabbis of the Bavli uphold the oh ligation, they arc not of one 

mind con1..'.cming the consequences for failing to observe this mit:ml,, as the following 

passages rctlcct. 

Tiu.• first one comes from Sota/, 4b: 

.0?1)1i1 V'J ipy) o,,., n,.,\)):J ,1,u:m ',:, 1\')l?N :i, 7}'.)N Np,,, :17 7}'.)N 

Rabbi Zerika said in the name of Rabbi Elazar: All who neglect washing 

their hands [before eating) shall be stricken from the world. 

Elazar teaches. and his disciple Zerika reiterates, that there is quite a serious 

consequence for failing to wash one's hands before eating. If we take the words literally, 

the one who fails to wash his hands before eating will he stricken from the world. If "the 

world" actually alludes to "this world" (even though the text does not say o/am hazel,), 

might it also mean that the person would also be stricken from olam haba. the world to 

mmc, and thcrctc,rc suffer the ultimate rejection hy God? 

Perhaps this is reading too much into the statement. A simpler read, accounting for 

the rhetorical nature of rabbinic hyperbole, would understand it to mean, "it is fairly 

important that you wash your hands before eating." 

Another passage, also from Sota/, 4b, supports this latter interpretation. It reads: 

'l71 il'IY.)\!J}'.) n, 10N ,,lnn 'Y.lN ,:i,, n,n\!Jn n, 7t'.1N ,.,)nt N1'W J7 W1i 

,:, 7t'.1N)\!J n)n i1\!JN J)J NJ '''N:> o,,, J"IJ'>t,) N',:i on, ,:nNil ?::> 'ON 

.on, 1:,::, 1)J mn il\!JN ,~J 
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Ra\' Avira expounded, and sometimes he said it in the name of Ravi Ami. 

and sometimes he said it in the name of Ravi Asi: Anyone: who cats bread 

without washing the hands - it is as if he came to a harlot. as it is said: 

.. fix on account of the harlot, to the extent of a loaf of bread" tPrm·('r/,, 

6:2ll). 

Rashi explains that this verse from Proverbs means that if a mun neglects to wash his 

hands bcfr1rc eating a loaf of bread. he is punished to the same extent as if he had sex 

with a harlot. What is that punishment? In at least one talmudic passage, it is quite 

severe. In Bam Kama l 6b, the sages discuss the biblical prophet Jeremiah, specifically 

verse 18:22 of the hook that bears his name, which reads: "For they have dug a ditch to 

take me and hid snares for my feet." R. Eleazar says, ''They maliciously accused him of 

{having intercourse with] a harlot." R. Samuel b. Nahmani says: "They maliciously 

accused him of having [intercourse with] another man's wife.'' 

The sages have an easy time accepting the view that the accusation was concerning a 

harlot, and cite as support Proverbs 23:27, "for a harlot is a deep ditch." But they ask 

how the word "ditch" in that verse could concern another man's wife. They answer by 

pointing to verse 18:23 of Jeremiah, which reads, "God. You know all their counsel 

against me to slay me," meaning that if he had slept with another man's wife, surely he'd 

he punished with death. So, the sages ask, is death not the punishment fix sleeping with a 

harlot'! They know that the death penalty docs not attach to that sin, yet. they answer yes. 

hy quoting Jeremiah 38:6 as proof that God intended to kill him with the \Vnrds, "hy 

throwing him into a pit of mire." 

And so, as with the first Sotalt passage, in the second Sota/, passage the Rabbis assert 

a severe penalty for failing to wash one's hands. Once again. we can only assume that 

R111111/ flam/ U'a~l1111.~: Ct111 a11 .-/11ne111 R111111/ lk <i1n•11 N<"u· ,\fc·tm/11.t:,.' 1-i 
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this is rnhhinic excess, and another way in which the Rahhis arc saying, "it's tairly 

impm1ant that you wash your hands." 

Even if, for a moment, we were to accept the literal punishments from the two Sotah 

passages, that one who fails to wash before eating would he stricken from the world or 

punished hy death as if he had had sex with a harlot, we would find little other supr,nrt 

for these extreme interpretations in the rabbinic texts. In fact, in three other sugrot that 

appear to assert grave consequences for failing to wash before eating, the discussions 

actually have very little to do with washing. Instead, the obligation to wash is merely an 

example of one way in which a person is obligated to give honor and show respect to his 

teachers. 

The first passage is in B 'rakhot 19a: 

1l"l\!J 1'.n:" Jin 11J::, ';n.1 '''llr.> ,,, n,::i nu:npo 1'":::>J. "lJ p Y\!Jli1'> ·, 70N1 

n';,n n:l\!JN) p'l p!ll n:l\!1.TI ,:,';, n,';, ir.>N N:J'i1 il).l,N ., n,, i>JN U.TI)\'-1>:l.J 

iny1 □'lltJm ·.,n:,n ,,.tJ,n ,\!J 1n"n ,nN ,:,uom o,,., n'J.,\JJ::i Jl?ttJn 

o,,\!J, on n,m, i"N 1)n1 N'n 'NO o,,, n,,\:>lJ ':n,u~n, ... n?).ln 'l!)J:, 

i1rJ:>nJ JN7\!J'l:l 01'N 7:, ';,y n?Y)) n,n, l'N\!J ili)n) JNJ7ilY.> p N'>:ljJYVJ 

,,)n ):l ,,~,N )1) 'r.l nN N?N JN';,Jilr.l )J N,'IJjJ).I:> Nt,n nN,,J, n,n·,\:):::11 

n,,N '.:,y n';,nl 1:iN ,m,n1 ,.,, n,:i m,\!J nn\!J:,i o,,.., n,,uJ::i p£ip!l\!J 

.u,,N nN ,,,p,u ,.,, n,:i ,,nn nm nilnnn 7:>\!J ,,.n,'J 

Rabbi Yehoshua hen Levi said: In 24 places, the bdt din excommunicated 

people for dishonoring Rabbis. All arc found in the Mis/mah. Rabbi Elazar 

said to him: Where'! He said to him: See if you can find them. [He said:] I 

found three: the one who makes light of washing hands, the one who 

insu Its scholars after their death. and the one who acts as if he knows 

hcavcn. 1" ... {About} the one who makes light of hand washing. wlmt have 

16. ··Acting as ifhc knows heaven" means heing on intimate tcm1s with (io<l. In h'ru,·i11, Wl' lind lht· 
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we learned? Rabbi Yehuda said: Far be it for us to think that Akaviah hen 

Mahalalcl was excommunicated, for the Temple hall did not close 011 17 

anyone in Israel greater in wisdom, in purity. and in fear of sin than 

Akaviah bcn Mahalalcl. Rather, the one excommunicated is Elazar bcn 

Hanoch, who made light of hand washing, and when he died, the /J(:'i/ din 

put a large stone on his coffin to teach you that when one is 

cxi:ommunicatcd and dies excommunicated, the beil din stones his coffin. 

Note that the point of the excommunication is not that it happened to someone who 

made light of hand washing, but rather, it happened to someone who dishonored a Rabbi. 

We really learn very little about how the Rabbis feel about hand washing itself from this 

sugya. Perhaps it is included as one of the examples because it is a significant obligation. 

On the other hand, perhaps it is included as one of the examples because it is a lesser 

obligation that few people followed, and the Rabbis arc reminding one another that they 

shouldn't ignore it because, after all, one of their own said "do it." 

Another example of where the obligation to wash before eating is used as a way to 

honor one's teachers is found in Eruvin 21 b: 

,o,ln ))\!Jlil' ·, n,m ,,,,oNn n,::i::i \!n::in nmw Y".J1.J n\!JYn 1lJ1 nn 

)1'1J ,r.m!.J lN!:OJ 1nN OP i11r.lJ o,r., ,., 1'0'):)r.J ''ii 01'1 □,., ?:>J ,n,\!Jr.J 

,.,,~ nnN ,.,,,oNn n,::i ,,nn, NOW 1,:i,,n 1r.1,n o,m ,, ioN 1',,,oNn 

iPt'll ))11' nnN )'N ).IW1il' ,, ioN ))"1 ,~N N:>.\!J:, ,.,.,~n ,, 1n.:,, ,,,~n 1!l'V 

,,, ?lUN\!J o,o ,, 1n ,, ir.iN ))11Nnn m,N ',::, ,, no ,,,n::i 1n1';m nm "lN 

o,::innv iWJ))N nn ,, inN )'Y'l>J ,,,., 'Jn,,, 'l'),.,lr.J 1'N n,nv, ,, ioN 

N', l7r.lN .,,,:in ny, ';,)) 1lJ).IN N?l '>r.l~)) nn,n nU'JN J\)l>J nn,n )il'J).I 

nn l1r.lN 1J1J O'>O:m Wr.l\/,.l\lJ:, ,,,, .,\))l O'r.l '" N':lil\/) 1)) Ol?:> ON\:> 

example of Honi the Circlemaker as one who acts as if he knows heaven. asking God n:pcatcdly 1~1 

bring the rnin, and God relents lo him. This is unacceptable behavior. a..:cording lo the Rahbi~. 
hccausc it docs not show proper distance • it is a lack nflrnnwing one's place. 

17. Meaning that there was no one greater than him. 
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Tl'JJ N~\!J 1:, ,,,,oNn n,:i:i nm nr.:,::,, nr.:,:, nnN ?)J ,n,,,.,:i 1:, ,.nuptJ 

. nr.:,:,, nrJ:> nm'( J).I ,,,,oNn 

Our Rahhis taught: There was the case of Rnhhi Akiva who sat in prison. 

Rahhi Ychoshua Hagarsi attended him. Every day, he would bring him a 

measured amount of water. One day, the [prison] guard went out and said 

to him: Today you have much water. Perhaps you need to dig out of 

prison'? 1s He poured out half and gave him ha![ When he [Ychoshua] 

came to the place of Rabbi Akiva. he said to him: Ychnshua. don't you 

know that I am old? My life depends on you. He told him all that 

occurred. He said to him: Give me water and I will wash my hands. 

[Ychoshua] said to him: There isn't enough to drink. [You think] there is 

enough to wash your hands? [Akiva] said to him: What can I do? The 

obligation on them'() is death. It is better that I die a death I caused to 

myscl f than contravene the opinion of my colleagues (that is, I won't drink 

and I will wash), [for] they said: Do not taste anything until you bring 

your hands to water for washing. When the sages heard his words. they 

said: In his old age, how much more so in his youth; in prison, how much 

more so not in prison. 

Akiva reiterates the obligation to show respect to the sages, using the example of 

washing before eating. But again, we cannot tell from this passage if the oh ligation to 

wash was considered major or minor. A third sugya similarly uses the obligation to wash 

hctc,rc eating as an example of showing honor to one's colleagues. We find in Ch11/li11 

I 06a the following: 

'1"~ N, ,.,,,, :nn iJ ))l' ,~N ,::n J.'>n::>1 7,)) ,J N"1,,J1 ))ir.:,\!h m~r.:, 

inN n,um 1r.:, o,,., n''"l' o,r.:,::,n ,:,r.m lN::>n 17)) lJ N"i inN □'Y.lJ 

18. J°hc guard is accu.~ing /\kiva of planning to use the wati:r to soficn tlw gwund so IK· eould .Jig his 
way out. 

19. !\fcaning lo follow the teachings of the R.abhis. 
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1li1\.J <°l\.JV Nil O'>)'.)J C)\'.>\!J N', ,.,,., J"fl:>1 )J)'.)\!J)'.) "N>J 1>Jn) J1', N'.Ji il'>? 

.NO\:, ')\:>\!.I i-h~ ,nN110Np ,:m N',N '>YJ il?'>J\.1 Nil 

Also. because it is a mitzvah. Which mitzvali'! Ahhayc sai<l: The mitzvah 

to heed the words of the sages. Raba said: The mit:mh to heed the words 

of Rabbi Eliczar ben Arach. As it is written: "If one with a discharge. 

without having rinsed his hands in water, touches another person ... " 

(/.t'l'iri<·11s 15: 11 ). Rabbi Eliczar hen Arach said: From this, the sages found 

support for hand washing from the Torah. Raba said to Rav Nachman: 

Where is this indicated'? For it is written: .. He did not rinse his hands in 

water." [Docs this mean that] if he had rinsed [his hands, whoever he 

touched] would be clean? Or is immersion required? The meaning must 

be. that anyone else who does not rinse is unclean. 

A It hough this sugya does not speak of the consequence for failing to wash before 

eating. it supports Akiva"s assertion that one must follow the teaching of his colleagues. 

and it uses hand washing as the example. 

Thus far we have seen three separate passages using the example of hand washing to 

support the assertion that one must give honor to the Rabbis by following their teachings. 

Nowhere within those passages do we learn anything ahout the seriousness of the 

obligatilin to wash one's hands before eating, which might indicate that this mir::,.:al, was 

often overlooked. At the same time, however, the two passages from Sota/, 4b (all who 

neglect washing their hands before eating will be stricken from the world or punished hy 

<lea th as if they had had sex with a harlot) could lead one to conclude that the Rahhis took 

the obligation quite seriously. 

Two additional passages from the Bavli and two from the Yc·ruslwlmi possibly give us 

insight into how seriously the Rabbis considered the obligation to wash one's hands 

hcforc eating. The first is in Slwbbat 62b: 
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n1'))J 'i'" OiNn l1N 1'N'JY.) o,,:n ') N)ll Nn,)nr.>J i77 'ir.JNl ln:lN i"N 

ln\!JN\!Jl O'i' n7'\J)J ';n~m~, Oil)J lll\J>:) ')!)J Q'I>:) )'ll\!J>:)il )i7 l7Nl 

N\!J)J N.,, N7N )iY.lN N7 N.Ji ir.JN O'i' ll7'")J ?l?l)J) ... l')!lJ ,n'i:,pn 

Nitm ::r, i>:IN1 N'li7 Nll?Y.J lN?l nJ ,, l1'7 N'l'>J N?l N\!JY.) 7:lN ?'J:J i7'l''P 

.NlllJ'\J ')!ln N]Y.) '? 1Ji7'>l N'>J '>)!ln N7Y.) '>N\!J>:) N)N 

Rabbi Abahu said and others say: In a baraila, we !cam that three things 

bring a perso!1's hands20 to poverty and they arc: Urinating in front of 

one's hcd while naked; making light of washing the hands [hcfrwc eating]; 

and being dishonored by one's wife in one's presence .... [Regarding! 

making light of washing the hands, Rava said: We say this only when he 

does not wash his hands at all, but ifhe washes but doesn't wash (he uses 

the barest minimum ofwater2 1), it (the baraita 's assertion that he will 

become poor) doesn't apply. But this is not so, for Rabbi Hisda said: I 

washed with a full handful of water and He gave to me a full handful of 

goodness (meaning that because he used a lot of water, he was greatly 

blessed). 

When trying to understand how seriously the Rabbis took the obligation tc1 wash, we 

have only the two Sotah passages to compare this to. In the first Sotah passage, the 

Rabbis are saying "it's important that you wash, so important. in fact, if you don ·1 you'll 

be stricken from the world." Accepting that the first consequence is more rhetorical than 

real, perhaps it's no surprise that, in this Shabbat passage, the consequence has lessened, 

rcllccting the rabbinic thinking of the second Sotah passage (neglecting to wash he fore 

eating is like sleeping with a harlot). Here, Ahahu an<l others, including Rava, claim that 

the pcrson who docs not wash before eating is headed toward poverty. I can't imagine 

that the Rahhis wished poverty on themselves or anyone else. hut. nevertheless, it seems 

20. Meaning the person himself. 
21. According to the commentary in the Shot1e11stein Edition o{tll<' l'almucl. 
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to foll far short of being stricken from the world. 

We find another .. Jess severe" consequence in Chullin I06a: 

lN.,~m Q'))l1nN ,.,tn 1\ll.J ,,.,:::>Ni7 Q'l)WJN1i1 o.,n iON .,n.,, :Ji NnN l::) 

Ql)nnN n,::n 1\ll:J l?'>:::>Ni1 O'>)l'VNi iON ,.,.J, N.nN '>:J il?}IJ)'J i1\!-'Ni7 nN 

.\IJ!:llil TlN l)7i7 

When Rav Dimi came he said: [Someone who neglected I the first waters 

(washing before eating) was fed forbidden meat. 21 [Someone who 

neglected] the second waters (washing after eating) divorced his wifo.~ 1 

When Rabin came he said: [Someone who neglected] the first water was 

fed the meat of 11 'l'elah. [Someone who neglected] the second water 

committed murder. 

In this passage. we find what might appear to be the "lightest'' consequence yet for 

failing to wash before eating. Here, n 'tilat yadayim before eating is compared to fl 'ti/at 

yadayim after eating (as part of Birkat Hamazon). According to Dimi and Rabin, 

someone who forgets to wash his hands before eating could wind up eating trci/: But the 

one who forgets to wash his hands after eating might divorce his wife or commit murder. 

While eating trei/is certainly a serious transgression for the Rabbis, I cannot imagine 

it rising to significance of divorce or murder. First, no other person is involved - kashrut 

is between a person and God. Second, rarely (if ever), would it have any kind of lasting 

22. ,\ccording to the Sho11e11.wd11 Edition q(tlte Talmud. he entered an inn and did 11111 rituall:-· wasli 
before eating. The innkeeper assumed he was a non-Jew and scrYCd him pork (some say. he was 
served 11 'l'e/ah, meat of an animal that died a nalural death and had 1101 been ritually slaughtered). 

23. According to Yoma R3b, lhe Rabbis entrusted their purses to a man who later denied having chem. 
They noticed that the man had traces of lentils on his upper lip. so they went to his home and 
a.,;kcd his wife, in the name of her husband, to hand over the purses. She asked them to prove that 
they had the right man. They told her that the man they enlrustcd their purses 10 had eakn lentils 
thal day. She tumcd over the purses. When her hushand came home. he divorced her (some say. he 
killed her). Concluded the sages, had he washed his hands (and upper lip) alicr eating. lhc Rahhis 
would not have been able to prove his identity and lhc dirnrcc (or murdt-r) W(lU]d not ha,c 
happened. It's fasc.:inating that the Rabbis ignore the dishonesty nf the man and instead lay hlamc 
with his foilurc to wash. 
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consequence. I admit, however, that this is my own conclusion. Perhaps the Rabhis did 

consiJcr eating trc~"(to he as great a transgression as murder. It is impossible to tell on the 

focc pf it which is more serious, and the commentaries within the /Javli do not shed light. 

But one Midrasl, may help us understand. 

Thl' ,Hidrash states that the innkeeper who scr\'cd a Jew non•kos/,c,· meat did so 

during a time of persecution, when the Jews were being killed for pra<.:ticing their faith. 

Thus. in order to disguise his religion, the Jewish innkeeper served non•kosher meat to 

the patrons who were not Jewish, and served only kosher meat to the patrons he 

recognized as Jewish (because they washed before eating). ~.i Is it possible, according to 

this Midrash. that the Jewish patron's failure to wash before eating is somehow excusable 

because of the time in which he lived? It appears not. The Midrash seems to offer an out 

for the innkeeper, but not for the diner. And why would the Rabbis be looking to excuse 

the hehavior of the innkeeper? Because according to the halakl,ah, a Jew is not supposed 

to make a living selling non-kosher food.~~ 

So we now have four possible consequences for failing to wash before eating: being 

stricken from the world (a way of saying .. do it because it is important"), being given the 

death penalty as if one had had sex with a harlot, becoming poor, and eating tre(f In the 

sugrn that gives us the "eating tre(f' consequence, we arc also introduced to the 

distinction hct\vecn the first and second washings, that is, the washing before eating und 

the washing that accompanies Birkat Hama:011. 

A rmrallcl discussion in a similar part of the Ravli - Chui/in I 05a - raises another 

24. N11111h,n Rahhah 20:21. 
2~. Sec. for example, .-\.1. Sh '1•i•it 7:3. 
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possible difference between the first and second washings, which might shed light on 

how seriously the Rabbis took the obligation to wash before eating: 

Rav l<li bar Abin said in the name of Rav Yitzchak bar Ashian: The first 

water (meaning the first washing) is a mitzvah; the last (meaning after the 

meal) is an obligation. An objection was raised: the first and last waters 

are obligations; the middle [washing]2" is a matter of free choice. A 

mitzvah as opposed to free choice can be called an obligation. [To return 

to] the main text: the first and last waters are obligations~ the middle is a 

matter of free choice. 

This passage perhaps can help us to understand why forgetting to wash before eating 

would lead to eating forbidden meat, while forgetting to wash aner eating would lead to 

divorce or murder. The Rabbis begin by asserting that the first is a mitzvah, while the last 

is a clwmh. A mitzvah is something that is recommended and commendable. along the 

lines of today's idea that a mitzmh is a "good deed." A chovah, on the other hand is 

obligatory. So, on first read, we might conclude that, because the second washing is 

rcqui red and the first washing isn't, the consequene of not washing a ftcr eating - divorce 

or murder- is more serious than the consequence of not washing before - eating tretf 

But at the end of the passage. the Rabbis conclude that both washings arc clwva/z, 

26. lhl' Roman meal had three courses - hors d'oe~'l"es. dinner, and dessert. Washings occurred bcfi.,rc 
the hors cl 'nl!IT<'.'i. hcfore the dinner, ant.I before the dessert. The middle washing refers to the 
washing alter the /101:,· d"onrcs but before dinner. A little fm1hcr on in the Bm-li. at Chui/in I05h, 
the Rabbis clarify that while washing between meat hm'.,· d 'oc,·rcs and a meat dinner or hcrwccn 
dairy lim'.\' d'oc•1n•,\· and a dairy dinner is r\hul, washing between dairy hors d'oeirn· and a meat 
dinner ii; clwrnh. 
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meaning that washing before eating, as well as atler eating, "must he done." If they arc or 

equal imp011ancc. than perhaps the consequences of not doing them arc also of equal 

seriousness. 

Two passages in the Yerusha/mi more vividly reflect the distinction between the two 

washings and stand in sharp contrast to passages in the Bavli. The two >'crushalmi 

passages arc virtually identical, and they contain elements similar to those fr)Und in the 

two Ch11/li11 passages cited above. The passage below is from Yerushalmi H ·raklwt 8: 12 

(and the similar passage is in Yerushalmi Chai/ah 2:58): 

'.Jtm Q')),YJN,::iv N?N n:nn 1nr.:m ,nN'J\!11 n,YJ1 )rton ')~',\!I o,n ')Jn 

NnN 1.J .Jp).I') ·, p')t,!)Y.)l 70'3 N,n no p')O~r.) l)'N' ?\:>l) D'')YJ:n j?'t)!lt.)l 

Tn\'J1 n10N nN, i1))YJ1 ?\'1) l).I.J 'Y.)N pn~, ,:i ?Nlr.l\!1 ·, illWJ, ?\'.)1) 'Y.lN 

i1'VN i1N~') Q')'))\'Jil '.,y ,,tn 1\!J:l '.,:,N) O'>ll'VN1il ?).I '1')N 1J Jj?).I'> '1 'rJN 

.n,'V~) •::., n,,y n,mw ·n,N YJ'' nn,:iY.l 

It was taught in a baraita: [Washing hands with] water before the meal is 

a matter of free choice. But after the meal [washing the hands with waterJ 

is an obligation. Regarding the first washing, one washes and waits. 

Regarding the second washing, one does not wait after washing. What 

docs it mean, to "wash and wait"? Rabbi Yaakov bar Aha said: Wash and 

[wait a moment and wash] a second time. Rabbi Shmuel har Yitzhak said: 

You say it is necessary to "wash twice." How then can you [also] say 

[ washing before the meal] is a matter of free choice? Rabhi Yaakov har Idi 

said: Because {of neglecting] the first washing, he ate tre{f"meat. Because 

[ of neglecting] the second washing, he divorced his wi fc. There arc those 

who say, three people died. 

Although a first washing/second washing tension similar to the Bavli passages is 

found here. the conclusion isn't the same. In the Bav/i, both washings arc d10ml1. Herc, 
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the first is r'shut and the second is c/,ovah. Neither is rcforrcd to as a mitzmh.2' When 

Shmuel har Yitzchak asks how washing before the meal can be r'shut, Yaakov bar ldi 

answers as follows: When someone failed to wash before eating he ate trea: but when 

someone foiled to wash atlcr eating. he divorced his wife or caused three people to die. 

This seems to imply that the consequence of failing to wash before eating is considered, 

at least in the >'erushalmi, to be less severe than the failing to wash after eating. After all, 

how could the consequence for failing to do something that is a matter of free choice rise 

to the level for failing to do something that is an obligation? 

This discussion in the Ye111Shalmi continues on for a while. In it, Rav sees Shmuel 

eating with his hands covered by a napkin. He asks him why his hands are covered. 

implying .. didn't you wash first?" Shmuel answers, "'lN U'lnO'N," or "I am of tecble 

health/delicate/fastidious in my diet."28 Shmuel doesn't answer the question directly - he 

never says if he washed. Instead, he suggests that his current state gives him license to act 

in a way that meets his own needs. 

Interestingly, in the Neusner translation of the Yemshalmi, the editor writes, ••Shmuel 

answered: 'I am sensitive [and even though I washed my hands, I na'Cl to act according to 

my own habits.]"' The editor puts an affirmative response into Shmuel's mouth, perhaps 

hccause the lwlakhalt has since developed into a clear obligation to wash before eating. 

But the text from the Yernshalmi docs not give us such a clear answer. calling the act of 

washing before eating r 'shut. In the Babylonian community, on the other hand, n fairly 

clear picture emerges: One is obligated to wash before eating, even if the Rabbis arc not 

27. The identical conclusion is asserted in T. B 'ruklwt 5: 13. 
2R. All possihle meanings arc found in Jastrow, Marcus, Dictium111· ,,r th<' folmutl (Shal,1m 

l'uhlications, 2000,: 58. 
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i.:onsistcnt ahout the consequence for foiling to do so. 

D. N"tilat Yadayim: The Procedure 

That one must wash isn't the only concern of the Rabbis; they also have much to say 

abnut how to fulfill this requirement. 

One issue that arises is how much water to use - or more accurately. the mini mun 

amount of water that is required. For this question, we find the answer in A,/. l"aduyim 

I: I, which states: 

iWJ,N, iN nw,w., l,., ,,,~no o,:iw, ')N 1nN, 0'1"'7 1"'.lnll n,y,:n "'0 

,,,nx, nin!::i, N,\!J i::i,:n ,o,N ,o,, ,:i, nNo,, niwy,, n~on, ll,o 

.0'll'l'N1n ;y )'>!>'>OU) w-t, O"l\'Jn ']y i'!PO'IY.l 31ly,:no OnJ\!J 

From a quarter [of a !ogf' one must take [water for washing] the hands of 

one person, even two. From a half of a log, three or four [people may 

wash]. From an [entire] log, five, or ten, or one hundred [people may 

wash]. Rabbi Yosi says: Only if[the water] is not depleted to the point 

where for the final person [to wash) there remains [less than] a quarter of a 

log. They may add [water} for the second [cleaningf" but they may not 

add for the first. 

A quarter of a log is not a lot of water, and in all cases. it is the minimum amount that 

may he shared by two people. If the Rabbis do not require the use of a large amount of 

water. it begs the next question: What is actually meant by "washing .. the hands? For this. 

we find guidance, first, in M. Yadayim 2:3: 

p1!ln iY O'Ji't'N1il TIN ',oJ ,~,:, p7!li1 1)' nnm\:>O) n,Nn\JY.l o,,,n 

O"l~m nN, 0')1~N,n 11N ?\:>) n,,m, ,,., 'litm p,!:1., '(ln O">J\Ui1 l1Nl 

29. Ac1.:ording to the glossary of the Slw1tenstci11 Edition of tJw folmud. a log is a li4uid measure 
equal to the space occupied by six eggs. or 549 cubic centimetres. 

JO. The wa11hing that accompanies Birkat /Jama::on. 

Ritual Hm11/ W,uhi11g: Ctm m, A11d('J/I Rittml llt• (iin-11 N<·11· ·lf<·m1111.i:.' - 25 



nN ,rm 1,r.m nnN ,,,., Ql)l'l'N,n nN ?\.?l nNr.,\:) ,,, ,,\'m p,~, '<'n 

nN 7\.?)1 l';JY.lll ,.,,, ,n~, 0')'1\!JN"'ln JlN '") rnNr.>" ,,,, 'Tl\!.l::i □")\!.lil 

nNr.>l.:) nni.Jn.J il!)'ll!l~'I nnN ,,.,., ?\:>) n,m'v ,,, nnN n'l', □'>")\!.In 

i1\' ')J) ';,)' n, '\N ill ,~J ill i1\UY.lnl il~J.7N ,,,rm i11li1\) ',ni:>J lN l\!JN7J 

.o,nn onJ '\NlJ'>'ll ,~,,'ti 1:i'J:n 

Hands arc rendered clean and unclean to the wrist. How so? If one rmurcd 

the first [rinsing} up to the wrist and the second [rinsing I hcyond the wrist, 

[if the water] flowed back to the hand. it is clean. If he poured the fir:-1 

[rinsing] and the second [rinsing] beyond the wrist, [and the water] flowed 

back to the hand, it is unclean. lfhe poured the first [rinsing] over [onlyJ 

one hand and changed his mind and poured the second [rinsingJ over both 

hands [together], they are unclean. If he poured the first [rinsing] over 

both hands (together], but he changed his mind and he poured the second 

[rinsing] over one hand [at a time], the hands are clean. If he poured over 

one hand and rubbed it against the other, it (the washed hand) is unclean. 

[But if he rubbed his hand] on his head or on the wall [to dry it}, it is 

clean. Water may be poured over four or five persons who [hold out their 

hands] side by side or above each other, but only if they (their hands) do 

not touch and the water flows between them [ and reach all parts of al I 

handsj. 

Ritually washing the hands, according to the halakhah, is not \'Vhat we think of \vhcn 

we "wash our hands." The latter usually involves rinsing the hands to remove ohvious 

dirt and to moisten them, rubbing soap on them, and then rinsing them again. We arc 

concerned with hygeine. But in the above mis/mah, we learn that ritual hand "washing" is 

quite different. We take a small amount of water, pour it on one hand, let it mil to the 

wrist and then hack to the hand, and then repeat it for the second han<l. This :-ccms Hi 

have nothing to do with hygcine, and seems more likely that is has everything to do with 
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ritual puri ti cation. 

A ~econd passage. this one from Sotah 4b. reinforces how to get the water up to the 

wrists or beyond, and adds a final step to the ritual: 

O'Y.l ;,';,yo; "l'i' i1':l)'\!J 1'~ 0')l\!JN, O't> :i, 7r.>N 'WN ,:i N"'n :i, ,Y.lN 

j1'tJ.)'\!J ,,,~ "l'il "",m ,::,n 'tY.)) N'ln m,Y.l., ,,,, ';,l!)\!J'\!J ,,,~ O'l'l,N•( 

'Ji inN D'~n J'lN lNY.)t,,, ,,,n,, p,!>., '<,n C'r.li11N~' NtlVJ n',))Y.)J ,.,,, 

,r.lN'"I j):JN)\!J NtJ\) on, ,:m"l '''N::> o,,, l'I)') N7:J n~ ,::m••(n 7:, "li1:1N 

.'))l NY.lU onn, nN ,N,\!J' 'l:l l7)N' n::,:, 'i1 

Rav Hiyya bar Asi said in the name of Rav: For the first water (washing 

hefore the meal), he must lift his hands upward. For second water 

(washing after the meal), he must drop his hands downward. It was taught 

in a baraita: The one who washes his hands [after the meal] must [not] lift 

his hands up lest the waters go past the wrist. return, and [re-] contaminate 

the hands. Rav Abahu said: Anyone who eats bread without drying the 

hands, is [regarded] as ifhe eats impure bread, as it is written: "'God said, 

'Thus the children of Israel will eat the impure bread, etc.··• (E:ekil!! 4: I 3). 

In this Sota/, passage, we learn to raise or lower the hands frlr the first and second 

washings respectively, re-affinning the rolling of the water up to or beyond the wrists. 31 

Furthcnnore. Abahu adds that for the ritual to be complete, we must not only wash the 

hands, but also dry them. 

E. The Blessing for N'tilat Yadayim 

So now we know the details of the washing. What about the blessing'? I was unable to 

find any lwmaitic or amoraic passage that identifies any blessing specifically applied to 

washing bcti.lrc eating. It is quite possible that. orginally. the act was not accompanied by 

31. Perhaps the lwlctkliic obligation to lift one's hands when washing them before eating sheds li!iht 
on how ··11(l{af' meaning "to lift" eventually came to mean ··111 wash." This dc,·clopmcnl i~ hd, .. ny 
discussed in the opening of Chapter 4. 



a hlessing - like Shabbat candle lighting. There, the Rabbis used the language of the 

Cha1111kah candle blessing (changing "Chanukah" to "Shabhat') when they created the 

hlessing over the Shabbat candles. Perhaps they did the sam~ for the blessing 

acrnmpanying hand washing. using the text of the blessing for washing upon waking. 

Bm·li B "rakhot 60h, and is discussed more fully in Chapter 2), without having·to alter 

anything. We will never know for certain if a blessing accompanied handwashing before 

eating in talmudic times, or if the one used for washing upon waking eventually became 

the one used for washing before eating. In either event, many contemporary rabbis point 

to a passage from B 'rakhot 35a to provide guidance on why we say a blessing:32 

.n::>iJ. N?J. mn o',,~n )>:) nln'>\!J OiN7 ,, ,,oN 

It is forbidden for a person to benefit from this world without [reciting] a 

blessing. 

In the milzvah system, the primary objective of the Rabbis is to serve God. They 

teach that each person must recite at least one hundred blessings per day to serve Goel 

and to thank God for the bounty we arc given. The Talmud indicates that reciting n 

hlessing before eating could go a long way toward helping a person achieve his one 

hundred blessings per day. 

The Rabbis derived the obligation to recite one hundred blessings a days from 

D<?uteronomy IO: 12, "Now, Israel, what ( i'm) does Adonai. your God. ask of you?'" hy 

changing nr.> to i1NO, "Now, Israel, one hundred [things] Adonai, ynur God. asks of you." 

32. One contemporary interpretation of this passage is 1ha1 a person must I ccih.' a hles~ing before 
eating. That blessing is the mot:i (if the mcul includes bread I. but hand washing a11d 11 'ti/at 
nuloyim are included because they precede the mot=i, as they arc considcre"d part of the same 
a1:tiYily ~· preparing to cat a meal that includes bread. 
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l/a/akhic authorities note that it is easy to recite one hundred blessings on a weekday. as 

saying the Amidah three times daily accounts for fifty-seven blessings. On Slwbbat, 

however, reciting the shorter Amidal, four times yields only twenty-eight blessings. 

Me11acho1 43b suggests making-up some of the missing blessings on Shabhat by 

snacking, which would require the blessing for wushing before eating. the blessing on the 

food, and the blessing after eating. 

Perhaps we can use the above passage from B 'rakhot to tell us"''"-" we arc to recite a 

blessing, hut only if we read back the anwraic reasoning to ta,maitic times. Similarly, 

because there appear to be no tannaitic or amoraic sources giving the text of the hand 

washing blessing said before eating, it follows that there is no indication of when to say 

the blessing. Perhaps the best we can do is to draw a parallel from two passages that tell 

us when the hand washing blessing at\er eating (Birk/tat Hamazo11) should be said in 

relation to washing after eating. One passage is from the Bavli (B ·rakhot 42a) and one is 

from the Yerusha/mi (B 'rakhot I :2). First, from the Bavli: 

il\J.,nYJ n:,.,oo, "1:>n 1n lll!'l':>n \!J,YJ J1 ,nN 'YJN iJ Nnn ,:r, ir.lNi 

.n:,,::i O'i' n~:,.,\Jl? c,::m n,£in i1?1Nl? cpr, 

Rabbi Hiyya bar Asi thus said in the name of Rav: Three [things] should 

follow [immediately] and they are: The killing of the sacrifice should 

follow the laying on of the hands. The t.'filah should follow the g 'u/ah. 

The blessing [for Birkal HamazonJ should follow the washing of the 

hands. 

And from the Yerusl,a/mi: 

n\J,n\!J n::,,no, rpn 1n n1£1,:JJ1 \!JJ\!J n,n,, 7.J NJ.N ·, □\!JJ N7'Yt ·1 1n1 

n:,,::i o,,., n,,\Jl? 41:m ... n,,nn n7lNl7 41:,n n:nJ a,,., ll?'\Jl7 41:,r, 
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Rav Zeira said in the name of Rav Abba bar Jeremiah: Three (things] 

should fr11low [immediatc]y] and they arc: The killing of the sacrifice 

should ti.>llow the laying on of the hands. The blessing [for Hirkat 

I famazon] should follow the washing of the hands. The I 'fi/al, should 

frlllow the g 'ulah . ... The blessing [for Birkat 1/amazou] should follow the 

washing of the hands. [as it is written]: .. Lift up your hands to the holy 

place and hlcss the Eternal'' (Psalms 134:2). 

Thus we now know the full ritual: We take a certain minimum amount of water. rinse 

one hand and then the otherH up to the wrists white lifting each hand/~ and then we dry 

them. Then we recite the blessing. And finally, according to T. B 'rakhot 5:26, we arc 

ready to eat. That text reads: 

.i11l)107 11no N.,N O'i' n,'\.J) 1'N 

Hand washing must immediately precede the meal. 

F. The Vessel and the Water for N'tilat Yadayim 

How the ritual is done isn't the Rabbis' only procedural concern. They also want to 

know ahout the water and the type of vessel that may be used for the washing. In M. 

Yadayim I :2, we find the following: 

.nr.nN "'7::>.J □')JN ,,:,J 0,,,:1 ,:,:,J ,,,!lN □"'1"'? Ol)\Jll o,'.J:,n 'J::n 

All vessels may be used for [washing] the hands, even vessels of dung, 

vessels of stone, or vessels of clay. 

Quite interestingly, a vessel that we might think of as unclean docs not appear t(l 

transmit uncleanliness to the water that is put into it. Thus, one may use a vessel made of 

any possible material, porous or not, to wash one's hands. But what if one docsn 't have a 

33. Starting with either the right or left hand. 

H. ·nu: fact that we lili our hands when we wash before eating (anJ Jrnp our hands whc11 we wa.,h 
atkr l'aling) - as discussed in Sotali 4b, above, perhaps adds support for lhc idea tlul this 
J"em.,/wlmi passage can be applied to washing before eating. 



\·csscl for washing? Chui/in I 05a tells us the following: 

,7:,.J N7N 1'7Cll) ,.,N o·m,nNl ).ljJlp '>J,) 7).l 1'J '>7:)J, 1'.J 1'>7\:>)) Q'>)l\UN, 

.NO)'>jJ lil'>'>.l,3 N:i.,N 1i1.,.,).,:l '>N>'J YP1i' .,:ll ',y ,.,?\.JU )'Nil? '>i>JN1 

The first washing may be over a vessel or over the ground. The second 

washing requires a vessel. Others say: [The second] washing cannot he 

c.•vcr the b'fc.mnd. What's the difference between these? The difforcncc is 

twigs. 

One docs not need a vessel for washing before the meal. But one docs need a vessel 

in order to wash for Birkat Hamazon, unless the ground is covered with twigs and one 

follows the custom that permits washing under such circumstances. Requiring that the 

second washing only be over a vessel is more strict than prohibiting the second washing 

from being over the ground.J' The concern is that the water, after leaving the hands, 

cannot directly hit the ground.3(, So some would allow the second washing. over the 

ground, if twigs cover the ground and therefore come between the water and the ground. 

Others would require that the second washing only be over a vessel to avoid any 

possibility of the water hitting the ground. 

ln a long discussion, the Rabbis cover both the requirements for the vessel and the 

source of the water. How quickly we forget that, in talmudic times, one did not simply 

run to the kitchen sink and fill his "n 'ti/at yadayim ·· cup in order to wash. Thus we find 

in ('/111!/i11 I 07a the following discussion: 

n:,D mN N?1 0'>1'7 'l)>'JY.) ,.,?\Jl) 1'N .,N711 Nn,,N 'Nn N~!> Ji 1Y.lN 

}m:i 'N) c,,,.,., unn ,.,7\Jll N1:ll n:,>-J 1nNp1 N7ll 'Jl, :np.,n '>N) N'1.J) 

3'.'. It might also be more consistent with the r('rnslw/mi 's distinctit,n bc1wcc11 r \-/wt {the lir~t 
washing) and chomh (the second washing) than with the Bal'li ·s conclusion that both arc d11mtl1 

.,ri. I was unable to find any passages indicating 11-/ty il is impem1issiblc for lhl' water used iu lhe 
washing 1hc follows the meal to touch the ground. 
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:lP'l\!J ,.,:, NJ11Y.'lNl a,,,;, nN ill .,,l\)Y.l'\ )!)'))', <)?'))') i1jJ\!JY.l 0)1:>:l N',rt 

1'N n,y,:i, ,J l'N\!J ,.,:, Nl1 ,Y.lN, O'T>? llt.ltJ )'7\:,l) l'N np\UY.l Oll:>:l 

,,.,"u 1'N ,,,y,:i, j?'>ln)') )'N\!J ,.,, N:n iONrn 'l'N □'i'' l)t.)Y.) 1'7\:>l) 

N')l11 ,,,,., Nn ,n, Ni1 N'\!JP N? n,:i ,,,.,, !)")'N j:mntl Nn o,,,., l)Y.)Y.'l 

7Y.'l'ON' nww l7 n,, 7Y.'lN □'lW, ,,nN, ,nN', o,;,., ,,.,u,l n,y,:::i, ,r., 

il:>'>N l'N n,, 7Y.lN N1W'\!JN l'N 7"N Nn,tnN l'N ?"N N)r.lN ,rr,, !>p 

,o N')n1 l)'i!lj? N7 N1ll''\!JN ll'i!:ip NnnnNl NlON n,, 1Y.'lN ':>i1 '1Y.'lN1 

1nNp1 o,wo orm 'lNW Nm o,.:,w, ''!lNl 1nN'J □'"T'7 l''"'.:, n,y,:::i, 

'\UN ::i, l'Pl"'IN n,y,:i, '1l N?\:)l 11pn ,n.:,Y.l li'l.l' J7 l'Pl1N ninu ,,,VJr., 
o,,,, 'll.O)') ,,,cm n.:,pnw n,:in nnllr.l N::i1 ,nN1 n,y,n, n:i. Nn:> ,~nn:i 

l)j1ll\!1 i1VJ'!l:>1 ~r.,n o,,,, l)Y.)Y.) .l'?\JU nlpnYJ r,,Jn ]1!)UY.l ,:,n ')Y.)J N'Jn 

.a,,,, □mJ tn:>ll l'N a,,:ipr.>w !l"YN n!l1p1 pY.1 □'1'7 onn ,,,\J.,J 
Rav Pappa said: A person must not wash his hands in a canal (or dike) 

used for irrigation, because [the water] docs not run from human power.37 

But ifhe is near the [pail} used for irrigation, it is from human power and 

he may wash hands from it. If the pail is cracked and moisture from 

irrigation enters, [the waters] are made one and he can immerse his hands. 

But Rava said: If a vessel has cracks [and water] enters from cracks, he 

cannot wash his hands from it. Rava also said: If a vessel does not have a 

quarter [log of water], he cannot wash hands from it. ls this indt·ed so'? For 

why did Rava [say]: Ifa vessel doesn't hold a quarter, he cannot wash 

hands from it? Ifit can [hold a quarter], even if it doesn't [currently] have 

[a quarter log] in it, [it can be used]'! This is not a difficu1ty. One [passage] 

refers to one [person] and the other [passage] refers lo two [people]. We 

have teamed in a baraita: From a quarter (log], one person may wash his 

hands and even two [may wash]. Rav Sheshct said to Amcmar: Arc you 

37. The Shottem·1<'i11 Eclilicm ,~f'tl,c Talmud explains. "'The water in the dike is supplied hy buckets, 
which a man fills from a river and empties into the dike, and thence it mns off in its course over 
fields. 11 is ... forbidden lo dip the hands in the dike becaui1e the pc,wcr of man has already spent 
itself al the beginning of the dike and the waters run now of their 0\\11 imp1:t11s. •• 



particular about [the vessel] you trust? He said to him: Yes. About the 

appearance [of the water]? He said to him: Yes. About the amount [of 

water]? He said to him: Yes. Others say, he said to him: Ahout the vessel 

and appearance [of the water] he is strict, but about the amount f.of vvatcr], 

he is not strict. We have learned in a baraita: From a quarter [ log] one 

person may wash his hands and even two [may washJ. But this is not so. 

There it is different [because the less than a quarter water used by the 

second person] comes from the residue of purification.38 Rabbi Yaakov of 

Nchar Pakod washed with a standard quarter. Rav Asi of Huzal had a jug 

with a quarter. 

Rava also said: If the cover of the vessel is modified [for washing]. it may 

be used for hand washing. It has also been taught in a baraita: If the cover 

of the vessel is modified [for washing], it may be used for hand washing. 

If an animal skin or [leather] pouch is modified for washing, it may be 

used for hand washing. But a sack or basket, even one for holding water, 

is not to he used for hand washing. 311 

We lcam three additional requirements from this long sugya: First, that the water 

used for hand washing must come to the person by way of a human act. One could not 

walk down to the stream and using the running water to wash. One would have to filJ a 

vessel with that running water, and then use the water coming from the vessel to properly 

... h . l 4H pcr1onn t c 11111::m,1. 

Second, that the appearance of the water matters.~ 1 

38. Meaning that if there is less than a quarter for the second person. that is not enough water 
for him. 

39. Bct:ausc sacks and baskets don't "nonnally .. hold water. 

.to. I do not know fmm where the requirement of human power comes. hut it remains the law today. 
In lhc Kit=11r Shu/khan Amkh. for example. law 40: 13 reads ... The water must he poured over 
01tl' 0 s hands hy 'human power." In contrast. I washing one's hands) in water which llows naturally 
is not considered washing.'· 

41. I have not found ta111witic or amomic passages ctinccming the appcarn111.:..:: of the water. Kit:::ur 
S/111/klum Aruklt 40:8, however, says, "Water whose appearance has changed. either bccausc ,,r 1lw 

place (where it is contained) or because something has fallen into it. may not he used to wash 
one's hands. However, if it changed (naturally) by itself. the water may he used." Tlw cdihw 
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Third, that the vessel used must be one that normally holds liquid. So a cup, a jar, a 

skinpouch, or a bucket would be acceptable. But a sack or basket would not, even if the 

specific sack or basket was made to hold liquid. On the practical level, perhaps the 

distinction is made because hand washing was required hy every Jew, and the Rabbis 

wanted there to be a common understanding of acceptable and unacceptable vessels for 

washing. It makes logical sense to prohibit those items what don't nonnally hold liquids 

for the simple reason that they didn't want the water to fall out. On another kvel, the 

Rabbis may be saying .. We do not like to encourage things to be used for purposes other 

than which they were developed." This might be called "the doctrine of intentionality .. , 

Jacob Ncusner has written about water, purity, and the doctrine of intentionality. 

A I though his work concerns the use of the mikvah in the context oft 'vu/ yom and pa rah, 

his words could apply here. He writes: 

If Israel wishes to attain that status of cleanness that marks the way station 

to sanctification, enonnous efforts alone will make possible the realization 

of such an aspiration. Perfect concentration on the task at hand, pure 

intentionality to accomplish the goal to the exclusion of all extrinsic 

considerations and activities - these alone will make attainable the 

accomplishment of such purity as is possible, that transient kind that is all 

for now. 4~ 

While Neusner's "pure intentionality" likely refers to the human activities, there is no 

reason to limit its application. Hand washing before eating is an act of puriti<.:ation 

further notes: If the appearance of the water changes because dirt or mud fell into it, it may be 
used for washing, provided it is fil for a dog to drink from (citing Sl11tlkf1a11 Arukh I loRm· I 60: I 
and Mis/mah B'rumh 160:3). 

42. Jacob Ncusncr, "Contexts of Purification: The llalak!tic Theology of Immersion · 
Misl111ah-Tose/ia Tractate Miqmot in the Context ofTrnctatcs fr/,u/ rom and Parah." in the 
R, ,,·ieu · o/1iclhhi11ic Judaism 6.1 ( 2003 ). 
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involving water and a vessel. Pure intentionality would mean that when the human. the 

water, and the vessel come together to cleanse the hands, the human, the water, and the 

vessel each participate in the ritual in a way that reflects their most pure function or 

purpose. 

The Rabbis address one final question concerning the water itself, and that is its 

temperature. In Chui/in I 05a-b, we find the following: 

jll~J N7N ,,'.;,uu ,.,N o,yr,nN 1li~:i )'>.J ,,nnJ ,.,.J ,,,\Ju 0'll\'JN7 □'>J 

Q'l))'Vl'n Q"IY.) Nr.lnnn l1N j'1'.J))Y.) j'>Nl C'1'i7 31N j'>)J!)~!))'.) ,.,on\!J '>)~)'.) 

U\!J N? ')N)') '):n 7Y.>N 'l'Ol'I ,:i pm,., Ji ir.lN j)l~J l':l ,,onJ. j">.J )"',\J)) 

N::>">Nl jnJ. 1''"') i'N. ji'l:l n1';"0 j'>j'J ?JN ji1J n1,,o ,,;, i'N\!J N?N 

:n 7Y.lN N';I j'>Y.lnJ ';,JN j)l~:l N'.:>N j'>?\.Jll j'>N Q'l)linN N!l'>ON n'J '>)3101 

1'i1 i'N ?:JN jn::i n,,,o j'ln\'J N7N l)\'J N'J ')N)'I '>Ji ,oN <')t:>'l' "lJ pn:ir> 

.il"llr.l ,n:i n,'J,o 1'1n\!J ')!) ?}I ')N O'>)WJN71 ';,';,:,o j'>?\.JlJ jilJ 311710 

[We learn in a baraita]: The first washing may be with hot or cold [water). 

The second washing may be with only cold [water} because hot [water] 

moistens the hands but does not remove the grease. The first washing may 

he with hot or cold [water]. Rabbi Yitzchak bar Yosef said in the name of 

Rav Yannai: They taught [that hot water for the first washing is allowed] 

only if the hand would not be scalded, hut if the hand gets scalded by it, 

fthcy] cannot use it [for the first washing]. Some say [that Rav Yannai's 

statement refers] to the end of the haraita: The second washing may be 

\\'ith only cold [water] but not with hot. Rah hi Yitzchak bar Yoscf said in 

the name of Rav Yannai: They taught [that hot water is prohihited] only if 

the hand would he scalded, but if [the water] is not [so hot) that the hand 

gets scalded by it, [they) can use it [for the second washing]. It follows 

that for the first [washing]. one is permitted to use water [so hot] that the 

hand gets scalded by it. 
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Why arc the Rabbis so concerned about the temperature of the water, or more 

precisely, about the possibility of the water being too hot? Rashi suggests two possible 

reasons for the prohibition agains using extremely hot water. First. he says, water that is 

1-0 hot that it would scald the hand is no longer classified as watcr . .1 1 Second. he asserts in 

a similar discussion at Shabbat 40h, if the water is so hot_ it would likely cause the 

person's hand to recoil for fear of being scalded .. u If we accept Rashi's interpretation, 

either the person did not wash with water or did not use a sufficient amount of water. 

Either \vay, the ritual washing of the hands before eating would not have taken place. 

And so we now understand which procedural aspects of 11 'ti/at yudayim before eating 

are of concern to the Rabbis: how to do it, the minimum amount of water one must use, 

the appropriate vessel, the color of the water, and the temperature of the water. The 

blessing - whether or not it exists, and if so its contents - was not discussed hy the 

Rabbis. 

-L\. I le dol's not indicate what such water has become. Steam, perhaps'! 

44. Presumably rcudcring the amount of water used in washing insulfo:icnt. Tlus intc1vrcta1ion seems 
tn contradict the Bavli text, and S.A .. Off. rejects it. although Magen .•frmlwm and Afo1111ah 
H,m,mlt accept it. It appears 1hal the halaklwh to this day is not settled on the issue of using ,cry 
h{lt water l{l ritually wa~h the hands before eating. 
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Chapter 2 - N'tilat Yadayim Upon Waking 

As discussed in Chapter I, after the destruction of the Temple and the end of Temple 

sacrifices and offerings, specifically the k 'dosl,;m and the r 'ntmah otlcrings. the primary 

puqmsc of 11 'ti/at yadayim eventually became to purify or sancti1y oneself. At some 

point. although I found no tam,aitic or amoraic texts to indicate when. ritual hand 

washing was expanded beyond before and after eating. One of the new times a perstlll 

had to wash his hands was soon after awakening in the morning.~~ 

A. N'tilat Yadayim and Morning Prayers 

One portion of the morning prayers Reform Jews refer to as nissim b 'kiwi yom, the 

miracles of everyday. We are fairly certain that the blessings that celebrate nissim b 'kiwi 

yom were originally said in the home, and, at some point later in time were moved to the 

synagogue service - perhaps because people were not saying them at home.~<• Why do we 

helic\'c that these were originally said at home? B 'raklwt 60b contains a lengthy passage 

declaring what a person is supposed to say at the beginning of the day. These blessing 

corresponded to the actions a person undertook as he began his day, in his own home. 

and the B 'rakhot text seems to assume that a person said these blessings as he awoke and 

4~. A complete list of when ritual hand washing applies is in the /111md11ctio11. 
46. Dr. Ynsef Tabory, "The History of Prayer" (Notes from his class lectures given in the Sprin~ of 

2000; hllp://yucs.orgl-jyuterlnotes/historyofpraycr.html). says that Rav Natwnai claimed th1.· 
h 'rak/101 nuwcd to the synagogue because a person could not recite any blessings before he 
washed his hands. and the b 'mkfwh associated with hand washing became the lwhlit•r to -.ay the 
tlthcr h 'rakhot. This assumes that the order of the h 'mklwt in the fo/11111d (discussed ju~l bek•w) 
rctlccts something close to the original order, with hand washing near the end. but that the order 
changed when most of the blessings moved to the synagogue. TabOI'),' would prohahly disagn.·c 
with Rav Natronai's conclusion, given that Tabory states that we should assume that the Ndcr of 
the h 'mklrot in the fo/m11d is random. Furthcnnore, Tabo1y docs not say why reciting the 
handwashing blessing first led Rav Natronai to conclude that the other blesi-;ings lud lo h1..• said in 
the S)Tiagoguc. Tabmy suggesL~ that another option would have been to do all the "rising up 
actions." wash the hands. and then recite the many h 'raklwt. all still whil-: at honw. But. he points 
out. this \\'ould lead to a loss of the connection between the actions and the blessings. precisely 
what C\'cntually happened. 
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arose. Most of the blessings make up the core of today's 11issi111 h 'kiwi yom. Some of the 

other blessings arc a pm1 of the larger rubric of birk/101 haslwklwr. 

The text of B 'rakl,ot 60b is as follows: 

'IJ nnno) nm'( 'IJ nn,~'I nnN ni,m.:, 'IJ nnl\l) nr.:>\l,ll '1i17N ,01N 1}ll1r.l 'I:, 

';,::, NJ? i'IJ"l).I? 'J i17'1mn,, 'lY.lY.l n,o,, ,,n)) nnN.1 'J7pJ n7Y.l'1.'Y.l nnN.1 

,:, 11J1 'IJ1lJN m,N, ,n,N ·n l'll!)? 'l)N n110 ,J1pJ nr.:>\!J)i1\I) 1n1 

,:, omtJ 0'7l!:>7 rmJ'l"l ,,tnr.:>n 'n nnN 1nJ mo\!llil 1,:, 1nN o,o,wn 

,,:i, o,, ,,:i ,,n::in, n:,,:i ,,:,~, 1nl 7\1.JN 11,J N>'J'? N.?1)l7n ,,p ))>'J\I.J 

,,nr., ,,,.:i NtJ'? :i,n,, "<',n ,:, a,,,)) np,o ,,,J Nr.1'7 n,:,,)) nno ,:, n,,, 

"li'1l 1l7J NO'';, "l'Pl ,:, 0't.Jl1)) \l,l'>J?Y.l ll1J NtJ'>? \I.J'>J? ,:, Q'1710N 

NY.l'7 '1)00 ,::, 0'Y.lil ?)J "<7Nil ).lj?17 ,,,:1 Nr.l'? N).17N.? n,n:, ,:, □'!:11!:l:) 

,:, ,:,,~ 7:, '? il\l.J)J\I.J 117:l NO'? il'>)NOY.l 0'1'10 ,::, 7:ll '1))~>".J 1':>Y.lil 7n:1 

il'\I.J'i ?l' NiilO 0'7!:> ,::, il71JlJ 7N7\l,I' im--l 1n:i NO'? n,:,nnn iON. 

1)\1.Jip 7\l,IN 117:l NO'>';, l"l'~'~J C'\\:>)Jr.3 ,::, il7N!:IJ1J ?N7\!1' 7\:>1)) 117::l N.>J'? 

7\!IN 1n:1 NtJ'? il'>))71N 1'?'!:ln n:,):) ,::, .n,~,~::i cio))nn'J ,:,,~, ,m,~r.u 

ll\l,lip 7\!IN ,,,:i Nr.l'' il'\!.1'7N ,.,,.,!:In n,:,n, ,:i,~, 1,n,~n:i U\I.Jip 

U'1.'1i' 7\!IN 1n:i Nr.:>'' n,,, ''llO ,:, ,,,,!)n n1~n ';,)) 131~1 1,n,~nJ 

n)'>\I) '>J.ln 7'>J)JY.)i1 ,,,:i NY.l'? il'>ON '>\!.10 ,:, 0'1' J1J'I\;)) ?)Ju,~, ,m,~O:J 

,:,p:11, 1n1,n:i ,:,,.,1,n\!.l ,n,N 'n 1')!:!',Y.) ,,~, ,n,, '!l)J!)))t.J n):)1:,n, ,l.,.Yr.l 

.,,,., N7'1 ,,,o:, .,,.,, N.71 )l)) .,,.,., N?l N\:>n .,,,., N? '>)N,'>Jl1 ';,N,l ,,n,~r.l:J 

,:::i,:i ,:,p:i,, ))11:inr.,, ).17 OiNY.l 'lvni, ,, iJ).ln\!.ln';, ,,~., nN "1,:,, ,,.,tJ 
,.,).,)JJ o,on,,, ,on'" 1n, o,, ',:,:n o,,n ,:,nn 1n,w:i :no ,:in:1, :in, 

□.,:i,o a,,on ,on ·n nnN 1n:i □'Jl'-' o,,on .,),r.nm 'Nn ',:, ')'l-1:J' 

.?Ni\!J' ,t.)y';, 

When he awakes he says: The soul You have placed within me is pure. 

You have fashioned it within me, You breathed it into me. You 
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safeguarded it near me, and you will litlH it from me and will restore it to 

me in the time to come. As long as the soul is within me, I give thanks 

he fore You God, my God and God of my ancestors, Master of al I worlds. 

Lord of all souls. Blessed are You God, who restores souls to dead hodics. 

When he hears the voice of the rooster. he says: Blessed [arc You) who 

gi\'cs us the wisdom to distinguish between day and night. When he opens 

his eyes, he says: Blessed [are You] who opens the eyes of the blind. 

When he straightens and sits up, he says: Blessed {arc Youj who releases 

the bound. When he gets dressed, he says: Blessed [are You] who clothes 

the naked. When he stands, he says: Blessed [arc You] who straightens the 

bent. When he stands on the ground, he says: Blessed [are You] who 

spreads out the earth upon the waters. When he walks, he says: Blessed 

[are You] who makes firm the steps of man. When he puts on shoes, he 

says: Blessed [are You] who provides for all my needs. When he fastens 

his belt, he says: Blessed [are YouJ who girds Israel with strength. When 

he puts a covering on his head, he says: Blessed [are You] is who crowns 

Israel with splendor. When he wraps himself in tzitzit [of his ta/lit]. he 

says: Blessed [arc You] who sanctifies us with Your commandments and 

commands us to wrap ourselves in tzitzit. When he puts. tc/illin on his am1. 

he says: Blessed [are You] who sanctifies us with Your commandments 

and commands us to put on tefillin. When he puts te.filli11 on his head. he 

says: Blessed [arc You] who sanctifies us with Your commandments and 

commands us to put on tf!jlllin. When he washes his hands, he says: 

Blessed [are You] who sanctifies us with Your commandments and 

commands us regarding the washing of the hands. When he washes his 

face, he says: Blessed [ are You] who removes the honds of sleep from my 

eyes and slumber from my eyelids. And may it Your will, God, my God, 

that You lead me to Your Torah and attach me to Your L:ommandmcnls. 

Do not bring me to the realm of error, nor to the realm of sin, nor to the 

47. Mosl translate this as "take" mthcr than "lili." I use ••lift" to show the word's cnunci.:1io11 In the 
root ',m. which is discussed briefly in the opening of Chapter ➔. 
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realm of temptation. nor to the realm of scorn, nor compel my evil 

inclination to obey You. Send me far from an evil person and an evil 

friend. Attach me to the good inclination and to a good friend in Your 

world. Grant to me today, and everyday, grace. kindness, and mercy in 

Your eyes and in the eyes of all who sec me. Bestow upon me hcncficcnt 

kindness. Blessed are You, God, who bestows beneficent kindness upon 

Your people Israel. 

From this long passage, we learn a few ditforent things. First. that hand washing, 

v,:hich appears to he a part of person's ordinary morning routine - just like putting on 

one's shoes - at some time became a sanctified act commanded by God. akin to wrapping 

oneself in the tzit=it of a tallit. Second, that, at least as far as the Talmud i!> concerned, 

ritual hand washing in the morning has a specifically known blessing that accompanies it, 

unlike ritual hand washing before and after eating. (See Chapter I , Section E., for the 

discussion on the text of the blessing for n 'ti/at yadayim before and after eating.) 

B. Why Perform N'tilat Yadayim in the Morning? 

The third insight we gain from the above passage might tell us why the Rabbis feel 

that washing the hands upon waking is so important. Part of this B 'rakliot passage reads: 

"Do not bring me to the realm of error, nor to the realm of sin, nor to the realm of 

temptation, nor to the realm of scorn." The Rabbis use the words ·•,1'>'J N1::r" to express 

"do not bring me to the realm of:'' In other words, they engage in metonymy - the use of 

one word as suggestive for another. In this case, they use the word "hand" to ~uggcst the 

"body." Perhaps this is a subtle recognition hy the Rabbis that the han<ls represent the 

pmts of the body that "do" things, including commit errors, commit sin, give in to 

temptation, and act with scorn. 

P.iwal Fland Wml1111g: Can m, A11dc11t R111111I H,· (iii"e11 ,\'el1' M,·a111rri.:.' ,,JO 



The Rabbis seem to use the activities of the hands as a metaphor for the activities of a 

person. The hands become shorthand for the body - anything that a person might do in 

the negative: Clll11ntitting an error, committing a sin. giving in to temptation. or acting 

with scum - becomes attributed to the hands. Washing the hands. or ritually purifying 

them. would be one way to help a person avoid all those potentially evil actions. 

The Rabbis greatly teared what might happen if a person's hands remained unclean. 

They claimed that an evil spirit affected those people whose hands had not hecn ritually 

washed. Several passages reflect this concern. The first is in Yoma 77h (and the nearly 

identical text is found in Chui/in I 07b): 

pu.,nJ n~ nJnu, o,r.n nnN n~ n\l.JN nn,,n ,n,N l":J\l.Ji nw)n 'J1 NJn 

nn, nnN n,:i ':n:::>Nn7 n~, N7W 1p1n 'NJ)~ 7)' ''')) nY.lN nww,n m,~,n 

.N!l:l'~ OWJY.l '1'1:JN it.JN \'.)"Y.) 0'>1"> ,n~J ,.,:,Nn? ,,,y 
The School of R. Menasseh taught in a baraita: R. Simeon b. Gamaliel 

says: A woman may wash one hand in water [on Yom Kippur] and give 

bread to an infant without fear.48 They said about Shammai the Elder -

that he did not want to feed [his own child] with ( even] one hand. They 

(his colleagues) decreed it upon him [that he must] feed with both hands. 

What was the reason [washing was allowed in these cases]'? Ahayc said: 

Because of shibb 'ta. 

Rashi~9 identifies shibb 'ta as the evil spirit, sometimes called the bat melcch or 

.. princess" that rests on a person's hands when he wakes in the moming.'11 It can he 

removed only by washing the hands. We do not know what happens if the shihb ·,a 

48. \Vi1hout foar of violating the prohibition against washing oncscl r on >'0111 K1j1111II'. 

49. Jaslrow. Man:us. Dictiona,~· olthe Talm11d. concurs with Rashi's definition. 

50. The larer fosafi,1 identity sl,ihh ·1" not as the ha! 111ded1. hut a.~ an evil spiril that strikes children 
who arc fclUf or five years old when they arc fed by someone who did not wash his hi.111ds hdon: 
!ceding. regardless of any previous wai;hing. Once struck by the spirit. the children waste away 
and <lie. 



remains on the hands or why it comes to rest there in the first place. Perhaps a pcrs1111 

who <lid not remove the shibb 'ta would be in danger of committing an c1Tor. committing 

a sin, gi,·ing in to temptation, or acting with scorn - the very actions the Rabhis prayed 

each morning that God would help them avoid. 

Although the larger context of this Yoma discussion is not gcnnain to the topic of 

1itual hand washing before eating (it's about whether a parent can wash on Yam Kipr11r 

before giving his or her child bread without violating the laws of Yom Kippur). it still 

provides insight into the thinking of the Rabbis, and perhaps provides an answer to the 

question of 1rh_1· they felt the need to go through ritual purification several times each day. 

We find another reference to shibb 'ta in Ta 'am·t 20b, in a discussion between Ra.va 

and Rafram bar Papa concerning the virtues of Rav Huna: 

n,, ''i' N'>rJ1 Nn=> mn n,m -,,r.:,) nm Nn::i'>\!..11 Nn?'>D ,,rJN1 NJ'N' 

.pno, N?1,,).l.,~n 'l'l'? 1',~i :,:, ,>"JN1 

And there are some who report: He had a tradition concerning sllibb 'ta. 

Therefore, he would take a jug of water, hang it, and say: Anyone who 

needs {water], let him come and enter so that he wilt not be in danger. 

As the text indicates, Rav Huna was concerned that those who did not wash their 

hands to rid themselves of sliibb 'ta would be in danger. Of what, he docs not say. We can 

only guess. Perhaps he, too, is concerned that a person woul<l be in danger of commilting 

an en·or. committing a sin. giving in to temptation. or acting with scorn. Or perhaps. like 

the later Tosa/ot, he is concerned about the danger of contracting illness. This would he 

consistent with the third evil spirit-related passage. 

In this passage, the Rabbis are discussing medical treatments of the cyt:. Thci r 

discussion leads into words about the hands, and although they do not outright discuss the 
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"evil spirit that rests on the hands," according to Rashi. it is implied in their discussion. 

This passage comes from Shabbat I 08b-l 09a: 

',NlrJ\!J 10, ,,,,,,p 1lil>J 1Y.l ,, 11\!J'>? N:Ji]W itJ7 '>N)l ,:r, j7'>J nJ\!J 

,NlY.l\!J 1):)N '>:)il N?N NlN 1'Y ,~ Nr.r,n N'::i1 1? Z..011\!.m ,,n\!J n,, n?\!J 

,,,,.,,p ',:,o n'JiY 1'Y.ln::1 a,,n, 0'1' n~,n,, 11,,n'tJ )ll!:f n~,\J n::n\J 

1ll~ n!>'>\J ilJl\:, n,,n, '.J.i Ol\!JYJ N))Y.) '>:li iON ,:m lt)) N'>)ll D?l~.J\!J 

,., ,r.nN il'il Nlil 0?))):J\!J )'>i)?'P ?::>O )l'>J"'l)) 0'>?)1'l o,·p J'l!~r,n·n ll'>1n'tJ 

n,,tm, i' '<~p,n )nN, ,., '<jP'rt ii!>'J ,, '<~P'l1 □\.1m, ,, '<~P'll 1'Y? 

,, Nr.lUtJ ,., '<~P'll ll'l'l' ,., '(~P'll llYJ." l!)', ,., '(~P'l1 ilON::i ,, '<~P'J1 

.tn!>'>?l!> n';,).lr.> ,., n\!Jinr., 

Ravi Yannai sent [a message] to Mar Ukva: Could master send us some of 

the col~,,,.ia51 of Mar Shmuel? He sent [this message back]: I will certainly 

send [it] to you so that you will know that I am not stingy. But Shmuel 

[has] said the following: A drop of cold [water in the eyes] in the morning 

and washing the hands and feet in wann water in the evening is better than 

all the co/~1ria in the world. This was also taught in a baraita: Rabi Mona 

said in the name of Rabi Yehuda: A drop of cold [water in the eyes] in the 

morning and washing the hands and feet [in wann water] in the evening is 

hcttcr than all the collPria in the world. He (Rabi Mona) would say: A 

hand [that is put) to the eye should be cut off. 52 A hand [that is put] to the 

nose should be cut off. A hand [that is put] to the mouth should he cut 

off.' 1 A hand [that is put] to the car should be cut ofC"' A hand [that is put] 

t0 a lancet puncture55 should he cut off. A hand [that is put] to the penis 

51. Colh-riu is an eye salve. 
52. If. according to Rashi. he puts the hand to the eye before he washes his hands in the morning. lflw 

ha~n·t yet washed, then his hands would still have the bat mded1 upon them. and the hm mclec/1 
causcs blindness. 

5.,. Bccau,e the hm mdffh causcspo/_11m.,·, a foul odor, in the nose or mouth. 

5-t Because llu: hm md!'ch causes dcalhcss. 
55. h11111 hlo,,d letting, according to the Shotte11stein Hditio11 <J(//Jc Talm1({/. 
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i-hould be cut off 56 A hand [that is put] to the anus should he cut off q A 

hand Lthat is put] to the [spiggot of a becrJ barrel should be cut off~s The 

hand causes blindness [if it touches the eyes before being washed in the 

morning]. The hand causes deafness [if it touches the cars bcfi.lrc being 

washed in the morning). The hand generates a po~ipus [if it touches the 

mouth or nose before being washed in the morning]. 

This sugya does not specifically mention the sMbb 'ta or the hat nwled,, yet Rashi is 

rertain that the bat melech was the Rabbis concern. If we assume that the shibb ·,a and the 

bat mclec/1 arc one and the same, then the concern was not so much that unwashed hands 

would lead one to commit an error, commit a sin, give in to temptation, or act with scorn. 

Instead, the unwashed hands could lead to illness. No~e that all the places where the 

Rabbis are concerned that a person should not touch before washing arc bodily openings 

- the eye, the nose, the mouth, the ear, a lancet puncture, the penis. and the anus. Perhaps 

their concern is that the demon would make contact with bodily liquids, and then cause 

disease or hann to enter the body. 59 It would seem that purity of the self is inextricably 

linked to hygiene, and one can understand what influenced the Tosafot interpretation of 

the evil spirit being something that harmed (and eventually killed) young children. 

On the other hand, perhaps the shibb 'ta and the bat me/eel, are two separate concerns. 

Not washing the hands in the morning could lead the hands or person toward cvi I 

behavior (the shibb 'ta) and it could lead to disease if the hands touch another part of the 

-

56. Because lhe hat melech would otherwise ham1 the penis tr the hand has nol hecn washed. 

57. I he com;em. according to Rashi, is nnl thal the hat melc,·h would hann the anus. bu1 rather. 1ha1 
one might touch his eye or car aficr touching his anus without washing in bc1wccn. 

SX. Rccause the hat me/ech would contaminate the beer and ham1 anyone who subsequently drinks 
beer from the barrel. According to Mi.\·hnalt fleruruh 4: 14, this applies lo any fi.1ud 1(1ud1cd hdi.1rc 
one washes his hands in the morning. 

59. For this same reason. the Rabbis caution against touching 1hc spiggot of a beer barrel. The spiggot 
is the location in which any contamination would entt:r the barTcl. 
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body or something eventually consumed (the hat melec/1). 

If the shibb ·1albat me/eel, sugayot were the only ones that discussed washing in the 

morning, it might be reasonable to conclude, given the length and detail of the dis~ussion 

in Slwhbat 108h- l 09a, that the Rabbis were concerned with hygiene. But two other 

discussions suggest that the Rabbis did indeed have a spiritual con<.:cm. The lirst one is 

from Slu,bqat 50b: 

'\!JN :i;, .,)'.).,)'.)N N11::l. mn)'.)p, ,n.,.,N '>:1]1'> ,m l\!JN :i,, N,\Jn ,m 10')'.)N 

n\!J\!J :r, j)'.)Ni Ni17 1)'.) n, ,:io N, n,, )i)'JN N\!J)'.) N? Ni\Jll ,)'.) "I\!))'.) 

Ni'>JO N, .,)'.)) ,m:i '''!:>N1 ,)'.)j i1'>)')'.) iJ ,:n,Y.3 ::n ,nJ iY.lN lj\') Ni·n 

11\!J:l 7).1\!J n::))'.) ,,1.,), i1Nl~ 'i?l o--rN ,1))'.) Nl)J11 Ni1 ,::, n, ,:io ;,,, 

N')l1i Ni1 '>:) m,::io 1Nr.J:> li1J'>N1 ,,oN n,~,', 7''.:l\'J:l ON r1).I~ ';r>J.\!JJ. 

'n 1;,y!:) ';,:, 1)'.)NJ\'J 01\!Jr.J l)lp ?'J\!J:l o,, '.,::,J ,,.,);, ,,,, l'1)~ 01N ~m, 

.mJYO? 

Amimar, Mar Zutra, and Rav Asi were sitting when barda'~1 was brought 

before them [on Shabbat]. Amimar and Mar Asi washed [their hands with 

harda] but Rav Zutra did not wash. They said to him: Do you not accept 

Rav Sheshet's ruling that [washing the hands with] barda is pennitted'! 

Rav Mordecai answered them: Exclude Mar [Zutra], who holds it is not 

[pcnnitted], even on weekdays. His view is as what was taught: One may 

scrape off the dirt scabs and wound scabs on his t1csh because of the 

pain/,1 but not to beautify himself.62 Whose { view] do they adopt'! As it 

was taught: One must wash his face, hands, and foct daily for his Maker. 

as it is said: "God makes everything for His own puivosc" (Prm•erfo· 16:4). 

In this passage, we arc told that daily hand washing is for Go<l. Although the root for 

60. A cosnictic lotion used as a detergent. mixing aloes. myrtle, and violet. al;curding to .laslrow. 
/)ictio11w~· ,~lthe folmud. 

61. Cau~cd by the scabs. 

62. Rashi claims that the Rabbis prohibit a man from undc11.iki11g any ac1in1y that might he 
interpreted as fomininc behavior, such a~ beautifying oncsdf. 
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washing in this passage is ~n, and not.,'-'), it seems to make little difforcnce, as both 

mean "'to wash.''1,1 

In a second sugya, we learn perhaps another spiritual reason l<.lr washing in the 

morning. This one is from B 'raklwt 14b-15a: 

,.,,., 'Jl'-''>' il)!:l'> nn,\!J O')'.)\!J 1n::>'.Jr.> ,w ,,,l' '.J::IjJ'\!J ;,~nn 1-m,, ,:::i, 1nN1 

ir.>N i7Y.)',\',I O'>)'J'l} Tn::>?>J N'n ,n '.J'.J£>nll ).l>J'IU nN'1jJ N1jJ'' ,,,,nn n'>)'I) 

N1,p, )'17'>!)]1 n'>))'.)) ,,,., ?\J))''I il)!))il ?:> ))m' ,::i, i>:JN N.JN 7J N"n 'J.l 

)Jip ,,,)' J.'iPm n:::it>J nlJ. 1,N::> :nn:>n ,-.,y n,yn ,,nn~, Yn\!J nN'1P 

:n 1n:1n.l nN n::i:::i,oN, ,!)::, )Ppl:l "<n1N J'n:n 

Rabi Yochanan said: The one who wishes to accept upon himself the yoke 

of Heaven in a·complcte manner should [in the morning} relieve himself, 

wash his hands, put on t 'jillin, recite the Sh 'ma and pray. And this is the 

complete acceptance of [the yoke of] Heaven's sovereignty. Rabi Chiya 

bar Abba said in the name of Rabi Yochanan: [Regarding] anyone who [in 

the morning] relieves himself, washes his hands, puts on t _'fil/i,i, and then 

recites the Sh 'ma and prays, Torah regards this as if he built an altar and 

offered a sacrifice upon it. For it is written, "I wash my hands''"' in 

cleanliness and circle around Your altar, Adonai" (Psalms 26:6). 

We now discover another reason for washing the hands in the morning: to ready a 

person for reciting the morning Sh 'ma. It's unlikely that it refers to a second morning 

washing, given that this one comes right after '"relieving himselC'' certainly one of the 

first acts a person undertakes after awakening, prior to donning the morning 1e/illi11.''' 

63. According lo Jastrow, Dictionary of the Tu/mud, '(n, means '"to wash'' and'"' means "to wash the 
hands." 

64. The word used here for "my hands," '£1'.), appears in another fonn in / Ki11g.1· R:22. and. accor<lmg 
to the Shottenstein Talmud commentary, indicates a connection lo prayer. 

65. According to Rabbi Naftali Hoffner, in his Sef,.,r llalaklwh: lJ 'm'i t'kh."lm lla_rom. the tw{1 mam 
rca~ons for washing upon waking arc (I) to remove them 'ac/1 lwruma, or "unclean spirit." that 
attaches itself lo a person during the night and remains on the lingcrt1ps upon waking, and ( 2) to 
prepare to recite Sh 'ma. The distinction between the two isn't always so clear. For cxampk. 1hc 
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In a highly cryptic discussion in H 'rakhot 22a, the Rabbis arc concerned that the 

Palestinian community seems to have abolished the requirement of washing the hands. 

They elaborate as follows: 

N'>ON ,,nr.n )Nt.)N \J)'), z,non ~,., Nn ,::, Nrn,.,\:))? m7\:>:1 7tJN1 )NO 

.Nn1',~ )1.,~:l 

The one who says, .. they abolished the washing of the hands" [was saying] 

the same thing as Rav Hisda, who would condemn a person who went 

looking for water when the time for prayer began.b'' 

So we now have three possible reasons why the Rabbis made 1itual hand washing 

before eating an obligation: to sanctify or purify oneself, to eliminate the evil spirit that 

rests on the hands (which could lead one to sin and/or cause health problems), and to 

ready oneself for reciting the Sh 'ma (and perhaps other prayers). 

C. N'tilat Yadayim Only in the Morning? 

Ritual hand washing in the morning so clearly became the nonn during talmudic 

times that the Rabbis actua11y contemplated the possibility that washing in the morning 

could double for other washings during the day. We find in Clwllin 106b-l07a the 

following: 

,oN ,.,,:, o,,n ':,:, y,'t?)) i'l)J1Y.)) n,,n\:!J ,.,,., lJ1\!J JlN 01N ?OU :n ,r.:iN 

l\!JY.) N'Y.) lJ? ,n,:,\/) N~'1 )lJ1N )U:> mJ.i))i Nnp!:> '>l.J? Nl''.lN ')'.)j lil'J 

,.,N pn,n 31).l\!JJ '>iY.)N1 N=>"N NY.))'> N?lJ? )iP.,?)} ))JlNl Ni!)~):) ,:,.,,,., 

pn,n 31))\/.J:l N?\!.J ,.,.,~N '1r.lN1 N'.J'>N) '.li1 N)'J~l N? pn,n !l)}\!JJ N7'l' 

Rosh. in his commentary at B 'raklwt 9:23. says that '"because ones hands arc in constant motion. 
even \Vhcn one sleeps, and it is inconceivable that they <lid not come into contact with unclean 
parts of the body during the night. the Sagei. instilutcd ab 'raklwh (rcfe1Ting to the one associated 
with hand \\ashing) before a person recites the Sh 'ma and prays." 

66. Apparently. Rav Hisda fell that one should wipe his hands with rocks. wood. or other material to 
ritually clean, rather than search for water, if one had not washed his hands when the time fi.ir 
prayer arrived. 
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Rav said: The person may wash hoth of his hands in the morning .uul 

declare for himself [that the washing renders his hands clean for the 

purposes of eating] for the entire day. Ravi Avina said to the people of the 

Valley of Aravot: For example. for you people, there is not enough water 

[to wash many times during the day]. therefore you may wash your hands 

in the morning and declare for yourselves [that your hands arc clean for 

eating] for the entire day. There arc those who say: In a time when there is 

a dire need, yes [one may wash in the morning and have it cover the meals 

for the dayJ, but not in a time when there is no dire need. [Rav Avina] 

argues with Rav: There are those who say even not in a time of dire need, 

and this is [consistent with the ruling] ofRav.67 

It would seem that washing the hands in the morning became the most important hand 

washing ritual of the day, given that it could cover all meals of the day as well, if there 

isn't enough water for addtional washings.1'8 

D. N'ti/at Yadayim in the Morning: Procedural Concerns 

Unlike hand washing before eating, hand washing in the rooming did not seem to 

generate much talmudic discussion, especially concerning procedural questions. Perhaps 

issues such as how actually to wash, the vessel, and the water were understood to be 

covered by the rules covering hand washing before (or even after) eating. We will never 

67. The halaklmh today is mostly in accordance with the more lenient ruling of Rav. Sel~, for t.!Xampk. 
S.A .. OH 164:1. 

6R. As I state in the Introduction. the ltaloklwh now requires a person to wash his hands in nim: 
C\'cryday situations. as well as before eating the parsley during the Passover sedcr and before 
reciting Rirklll Hakohanim (this latter situation being limited to priests). In doing research for this 
thesis. I came across talmudit references to washing before eating. washing aflcr eating, washing 
upon awakening. and washing before reciting the Sh 'ma. four of the nine everyday situations. I am 
not sure why the Rabbis contemplated the morning washing to c,wer a day's worth of pre-meal 
washes. hut not the other everyday stituations. I am not certain when tlv: five other everyday 
situations became halakhic obligations (and thus whether lhcy were omitted from the discussit)IJ in 
the ahon~ Cl,11/lin passage because they ,vcrc not yet required or for some other reason}. 
Researching this question is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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know for certain. 

One procedural question unique to washing in the morning (before praying) is 

discus!'lcd by the Rabbis. The question is what to do if you have no water for washing. 

The Rabbis propose two possibilities - using something other than water or traveling a 

certain distance where you know there is water. This discussion is taken up in B 'rakhot 

15a: 

'>Y.) 1YJNl NJ1).10t.) NnNi 1)J1):) N:li'I~ '>Nil '1Y.) '>lf) NJi, N:l'::J.1 n,, 1Y.JN 

i'!'.l'V ;v';, it:lN n.,oop:n ,n~:n '1!:l)'J ,,,, nJpY.l ,,1., "<,n,, □'Y.l ,i, 1'N~ 

i-non :i, Ni1i .,pl>:l1 '1'0 ,, :rm:, 11,pJ:i O'Y.l::l '(n7N .:::i,n:, ,n ,nNp 

7JN ),I):)\?) TIN'iP' .,,,o ')ill Nn,,~ ,,,)J:i N'>:lN i'Til):)1 )NY.JN on', 

,,,!lN n,,,nN? ?:lN n.,np, '''>:J 'li1'1 no,!> 1)1 nn:, i}ll ,,no n';n:,n';, 

.,tin ,,on n,n!l Nn ,tm U'N1 Nlil ,.,n inn ,l.,N ,.,n 
Ravina said to Rava: Has master seen this young student who came from 

the west and said: One who does not have water to wash his hands may 

clean his hands with earth or with pebbles or with chips of wood? He said 

to him: He has spoken well. Is it written "I wash in water" (Psalm 26:6)? "In 

cleanliness," it is written. Indeed, Rav Hisda condemns the one who goes 

to find water at the time of prayer. And this ruling is regarding the Sh 'ma. 

But for the Amidah he must go after [water to dean]. How far? Until a 

parsal1.1
'ij And this ruling [is when water} is in front of him, but if [the 

water] is behind him, he does not need to go back even a mil. A mil he 

does not need to return, but if it is less than a mil, he must go back [to the 

water]. 

In the first part of this passage, we learn that it is acceptable to use something other 

than water to ritually wash. A young student who taught that if one docs not have water 

he can wash with earth, pcbblcs, or chips of wood is cited for his proper ruling. Beyond 

69. A par.,ali is equal to four mil. or between two and a half and three miles. 

Ritual /land Wmhi11g: Gm <111 A11cit•111 Ritual Be Gi1·e11 Nell' A-f(•r111i11g:' -. 49 

- ------------------------~--' 



the first part of the passage, however, it is not clear if the Rabbis arc discussing the 

morning washing. It seems more likely that this passage is a compilation of a series of 

separate rnlings. The first ruling provides an alternative fi'.lr the person who has no water 

for washing. Next, we find a series of statements regarding washing before prayer. the 

Sit 'ma and the Amidali, and whether or not a person should travel to find water for 

washing. Finally. we switch to another topic - the location of the water (behind the 

person or in front of him) and how far he must trave1 in which direction to get to the 

water. 
70 

The other procedural issue to arise is whether or not one is a1lowed to wash his hands 

and recite the b 'rakhah in the bathroom.71 This issue comes up with the morning hand 

washing because that washing usually takes places around the same time that one relieves 

himself first thing in the morning. Thus we read in B 'rakhot 26a: 

-

Rava said: These Persian toilets, even when they contain excrement, are 

considered as if they are sealed. 

On its face. this passage doesn't say much. Rashi explains, however, that the toilets 

"were dug into the ground, with the mouth of the hole at a distance from the hole itsd f 

70. The later laws in thi pas;sage probably have nothing to do with the moming washmg. I reach •his 
conclusion because the current halaklwh regarding how far to travel in the moming hcforc 
washing one's hands has nothing to do with traveling a parsah or a mil. or whether the vvatrr is 
oehind a person or in front of him. Today's law prohibit,; a person from walking more than f<Hir 
amot. approximately six to eight feet. The law regarding the cmwl is not mentioned in the 7illmwl 
or in other early /,a/akhic sources. It is first mentioned in the 13th century by !he Rashba. in his 
commentary on B 'raklrot 25b (in a different context). 

71. The ha/aklwh generally prohibits one from reciting a h 'rnkhah in the bathroom. with a numher (lr 
exceptions. For example, it clearly would be permissible to wash and say the h 'ra/.:lwh in thl' 
washroom of a "Victorian bathroom," where the tub and sink arc in one room anJ the toilet i:- in 
anNhcr. If all three fixtures arc in the same room, however, some modern scholars prohibit a 
person from reciting the b 'rakhah while he is still in the bathwom: others pcnmt it as l1111g ,i-; he 
puts dci,n1 the loilcl scat cover first. 
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which was on a slant sn that the excrement would roll down into the hole." Thus, hl' 

concluded. that Rava was saying it would he rennissiblc to wash one's hands and recite 

the b 'rak/1"/, in the ''Persian toilet" room because any excrement would not be present. 
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Chapter J - N'ti/at YadaJ·im Before Eating in a New Context: The Role of 

Communal Silence 

As discussed in Chapter I, the current l1alakhah requires thal once a person washes 

his hands hcforc eating. he remains quiet until he recites the Mot=i and cats the hrcad. 

The sim11lcst explanation is that hand washing and the Motzi arc two purts of the same 

action - sanctification before eating. One rcasun that the two arc linked has to do with the 

order in which the b 'raklrot are recited and the actions arc done. 

Nonnally, the b 'rak/zah connected to a mitzval, precedes it. But with n '1ifat yadayim, 

the h 'rakhah is made after the action because a person cannot make the b 'rak/,al, 

beforehand if his hands are dirty.72 Thus, the order of the entire ritual is to (I) wash the 

hands. (2) recite the blessing of 11 'ti/at yadayim, (3) recite the blessing of the Motzi, and 

(4) eat a piece of bread. If one speaks at any time between washing and eating, then a 

break in the ritual would occur, and one would have to repeat the entire process. On this 

law, the Sim/khan Amkh is a bit more lenient, prohibiting any conversation other than 

something about a person's needs related to the food. He can speak about that (ifhc 

must): ifhe speaks about anything else, he must repeat the entire process.;\ 

No matter which interpretation we accept, the ha/akhah is clear: Once a person 

begins to ritually wash before eating, he is not permitted to speak until he reaches the 

Motzi and subsequently eats after that. 

A. N'tilat Yadayi,n in Communal Settings 

When I have been at gatherings with Jews of all denominations and we have a meal 

72. S.A .. 0.H. 158:11. 
73. S.A .. 0./1. 167:6. 



togcthl'f. ,~ I have noticed that the "hand washing" station is often near the hcginning nf 

the fi.1od line. Not only docs the table contain a bmvl of water. a vcs:,;cl for washing. and a 

towel 1i..x drying. hut a plate of bread as well. After an individual ritually washes. he 

immediately (and privately) recites the Motzi and cats some bread. Then he gets in the 

food line. and chats away with people around him. The point is that he 4uickly docs what 

is required of him lwlakhical(r, and then he returns to the group. his absence having. 

barely been noticed. 

When I have been at gatherings of Refonn Jews and we have a meal together. the 

ritual preceding the eating is very different. On Shabbar, we light candles, make Kiddush, 

and then we say the Motzi. For each one of these, we participate both individually (or per 

table) and as a part of the group. Someone usually leads each blessing in the front of the 

room, but each table has a set of candles, and each person has a glass of wine and a piece 

of clzal/ah. When it is not Shabbat, we invite everyone in the room to pick up a piece of 

bread. and then, together, we say the Motzi. In either case, the point is to create 

community through sharing a traditional Jewish ritual. 

In both situations - the traditiona11y observant Jew washing and reciting the Mor:::.i on 

his own. or the Rcfonn community reciting the Motzi together - the silence is lost In the 

fonncr situation. the person does the actions and recites the hlcssings so quickly that 

there's no real tin:te to ponder the silence. In the second situation, hand washing and the 

silence hetwccn it and the Motzi are not a part of the community mi11/wg, so no one is 

aware of the absence of si lcncc. 

74. As I have been often, in gatherings. for example, of Wexner I lcritagc Foundation partil'itlants. nf 
Wcxner Graduate Fellows. and ofCLAL rabhinic intcms. 
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B. Jews and Silence 

In general, I don't believe that Jews "do silence .. terribly well. especially not in 

worship or ritual. We arc a people of words. We are created in the image of God 75 and the 

first thing God did \\'as speak. 70 While I have not undertaken any scientific study of Jews 

and silcnce,77 I have observed many different communities during worship and communal 

gatherings. Rarely arc we given - or do we take- time for silence."· 

Last summer, after l decided to focus this chapter of my thesis on the possible role 

that silence might play in a Jewish communal setting, I posed a question on the 

HUCALUM listserve. 79 I asked congregational clergy to share with me how their 

communities handled moments of silence during prayer, such as the "silent prayer" 

following the Amidah, or when the service leader finished singing before the hakafah or 

Torah undressing was complete. I clearly struck a nerve, as nearly thirty congregational 

rabbis and cantors responded. 

The responses reflected a number of trends. First, many clergy agreed (to their 

dismay) that Reform Jews are uncomfortable with silence. One rabbi wrote, "we do 

silence here dreadfully."Ro Some clergy described how con,gregants would start squinning 

if the silence during the Amidah seemed "too long." Another group of clergy 

acknowledged that a very short silent prayer during the Amidah was the nonn in the past. 

7':-. <ient•sis I :27. "And God created adam (human) in God"s image."· 

7o. Ge11esi.,• I :3. God said: "Let there be light:· 

77. Rabbi Jeffrey K. Salkin ha~ told me through private correspondence that he is researching lhc 
question of Jews and silence. 

78. Last fall. I was speaking with an Orthodox rabhi. and shared with him my thesis hJpk. lk was 
intrigued. especially when I told him what I was doing for Chaptci-s 3 and 4. Then he chuckkd anJ 
said. "You know. it's not only Rcfonn Jews who ha\'c a problem with silence. Why do you think 
we Orthodox mumble our way thwugh the "silcnr· pai1s of dal'l'lling'! Silence drives us crazy!"' 

711. This is the email list-.crvc for all a/1111111i of II lJC-.IIR. regardless of year or program. 

RO. Rahh1 Myra Soifer. 
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hut that they have undertaken special ctforts to change the climate. Some have made 

changes lhrough language. changing "silent" prayer to "private" or "individual" prayer, 

emphasizing the time for persona) communication with God. Others. once a year or more 

often. scnnonizc about the role of silence and personal prayer. 

Others simply have increased the time for silent prayer, from thirty or forty-five 

seconds (a commonly mentioned length of time) to as long as "a few minutes.'' A few 

rabhis mentioned that on Friday nights, their congregations do the entire Amidah silently. 

Still. several recognized that they cannot change the culture of most Shabbat services, 

and so they experiment or incorporate silence into other settings, such as in a meditative 

service. during a S'lichot service, or on Yom Kippur afternoon. 

Another pronounced trend falls at the other end of the spectrum. These clergy. most1y 

older rabbis ordained some time ago,8 1 find that silent prayer, as one rabbi put it, "is 

enhanced by music."~~ In his congregation, the organist or accompanist plays music 

during silent prayer. Another rabbi echoed this sentiment, suggesting that "quiet music 

for silent prayer [ can be] soothing rather than distracting, and facilitates private prayer by 

covering what can otherwise be distracting whispers, coughs, and outside tratlic 

• .,1'\ n01scs. · 

We arc well aware of how music acts as our cue to "do something." In the childhood 

game. '"Musical Chairs," we circle round, relaxed, sometimes giggly, until the music 

stops. When the silence takes over, we become frantic, trying to find a scat, knowing that 

the game has hccn set up deliberately so that one person will be left standing, and c_jcctcd 

81. I did not say ordained or invested because none of the cantors who responded staled this positillll. 

82. Rahhi Samuel M. Stahl. 

8~. Kahbi Ralph D. Mccklcnburgcr. 
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folm further participation. 

One nf the most insighttul comments came from a cantor who wrote: 

A more basil: i:-;suc: is not so much how we deal with silence, hut how 

lfrli.lnn Jews apprmtch the whole notion of personal prayer. I have si.:cn 

time and lime again. from little mi11ya11im to hig biennials. that we/they an: 

drawn in to - often powerful - worship with communal readings, songs. 

and Hebrew chants~ but whc~ the leader cuts the cord and lets people off 

into tht•ir own personal prayer space it is for many akin to dritHng in a 

boat without a paddle. Personal prayer is much more than silence .... It 

may involve reading, da,•ening, meditation, silent prayer, or daydreaming. 

It may involve vocalized chanting or reading, recitation of memorized 

prayers. in some cases crying. My point simply is, most_ of our 

congrcgants don't know what to do (because it's never been explained to 

them) when the music and readings stop, and they are on their own.8"' 

C. Which Communal Settings? 

As I propose new communal rituals involving silence, I am cognizant of the range of 

approaches to silence expressed by these clergy, as well as the caution offered by the 

cantor cited above. In addition, I appreciate the words of one rabbi, who wrote, not so 

much ahout silence. but about ritual in general. He said: 

I think that one area that could be explored in Reform-Judaism rituals is 

the reluctance/discomfort that some Rcfonn Jews may feel in pcrfonning 

rituals. When one does not have any experience in pcrfonning a ritual, the 

person may feel rcJuctant to do so in a public setting for fear that he/she 

may he doing it incorrectly or for fear that he/she may be viewed (even if 

dnmg it correctly) as "becoming Orthodox."~5 

Wi1h all this in mind, I began to think about when Refom1 Jews come together to 

X4. Cantor kif Klepper. 

85. R..ihh1 Fred V. Davidow. 
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share a meal. and what kinds of silence-related rituals prior to eating might ht.• introducc.·d. 

At first. I considered a conbrrcgational Shabbat dinner, Passover .,·cdcr. or even annual 

dinncMlancc. But then I hcgan to envision more problems than not with attempting to 

introduce rituals in these settings. I eliminated the seder because it already includes two 

washings as a part of the rite; adding a third would only be confusing and redundant. In 

addition. adding time for silence during a communal s~cle"r t'i.)llowing one of the washings 

would only lengthen a community event that most clergy want only to shorten. 

As for the annual dinner-dance, people rarely bring a sense of communal spiritual 

intentionality {kamnah) to the event. Furthermore, people in attendance otkn have a 

wide range of reasons for being there - for example. some might feel obligated to attend 

because they are part of the congregation's lay leadership; others may go because they 

want to support the congregation in its fundraising efforts; some attend to see friends; 

others enjoy formal dinner dances. Introducing a ritual of communal silence to such a 

diverse crowd would probably fall flat. 

That left the Shabbat dinner. The congregational Shabbat dinner has many of the 

!\ame problems as the dinner-dance, especially the lack of kavanah inherent in Ai11ciican 

festive meals. (I would guess that most people bring their ka11a11ah to the worship, not the 

meal.) But. I cannot imagine writing rituals to be used when memhcrs of a Rcfonn 

congregation come together for a meal, and not including a Shabhat dinner. And sn. the 

first ritual I present in this chapter is for a congregational Shabbat dinner. 

But one ritual felt insufficient. So I challenged myself to consider other times when it 

might he possible to suggest a new ritual involving communal silence to a group that 

comes together to share a meal. I came up with three: a chamrah':; monthly /um/a/alt 

R11rr11l lla11d Wmhi11g: Ct111 ,111 A11de111 Rillwl /Ji• (ifr<'II ,f\'c•11.\let111i11,~.' 57 



and dinner get together; a Rosh Clwdesh group's monthly dinner and study session; nnd a 

youth grnup·s monthly pizza-dinner program. These arc small(cr) groups that come 

together for a specific purpose. The members generally already share the same goal. and 

would be amenable to using a ritual to enhance it. Furthcnnorc, these groups conu· 

together regularly~ rituals require time and practice for people to become comfortnbk· 

with them. 

In the rest of this chapter, I offer four different rituals for when various members of a 

synagogue come together to share a meal. The rituals involve handwashing on the part of 

all participants, followed by silence while the group waits for each person to wash. The 

washing. of course, is not a new Jewish ritual. (Although to most Rcforn1 Jews, it 

probably will be new.) What makes these rituals truly new, however, is that I propose 

some ideas of how to do the washing which are consistent with Reform Jews' sense of 

"doing ritual together,'' while offering ways to make use of the si lencc so that no one 

starts fidgeting, gossiping, or feeling like the silence is "too long." 

D. N'tilat Yadayim, Silence, and the Congregational Sl,abbat Dinner 

This ritual contemplates congregational Shabbat dinners held at a set time, such as 

the first Friday of the month before services. Each month, a core group of regulars 

attends, as well as families considering joining the synagogue, new members to the 

congregation, and other members who simply want a different Shabbat experience. On 

average. approximately fifty to seventy-five people attend each dinner. In months when 

the dinnt:r has a special theme connected to it - such as honoring founding mcmhcrs. 

saying goodbye to a cherished staff person, or celebrating the tenth graders hccoming 

continnands - attendance is usually higher, ranging from one hundred and twenty-five to 
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one hundred and fitly. At least one clergy person attends. along with some hoard 

members or other lay leaders. 

Although the people joining together for the dinner and the services following may 

have a myriad of reasons for attending, all arc there to experience Shabbal as different 

from the rest of the week. What is essential to experiencing Shabbat as something distinct 

from the previous six days? By slowing down, relaxing. resting, letting go of the hustle 

and bustle. leaving work at the oftice, and seeing the world in a so11 of "slow motion.'' 

Even if we must run errands on Shabbat, we can still experience Shabbat by driving more 

slowly, walking when possible, greeting each person encountered with a genuine "hello:' 

and not worrying about the time. 

Thus, for the congregational Shabbat dinner, the ritual of hand washing will serve to 

lift the hands away from the work they have been doing all week. The silence following 

will help each person to slow down, and to move toward experiencing Shabhat 

me11uchah. Shabbat rest. 

Dinner is arranged buffet style. Each table is set up as I described in the introduction 

ln this chapter - a set of candles on the table, and wine and a roll or piece of cha I/ah at 

each place setting. At the front of the room, the clergy members ( or other leaders) stand 

next to a table with candlesticks and candles, a Kiddush cup filled with wine. and a lc,af 

or two of cliallah. The leaders lead the candle blessing and Kiddush, or invite someone 

from the room to do so. As these b 'rakhot arc recited in the front, one person from each 

table lights the candles, and then each person takes his or her glass of wine and joins in 

the Kiddush. 

A tier the Kiddush, the following passages arc read aloud around the room, aR each 
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tahlc designates a reader. (For very large gatherings, these readings should he done 

around c:a1:h tahk. rather than around the room.t'' 

Communal Readings 

On the seventh day God, finished the work that God had been doing. and God 

ceased on the seventh day from all the work that God had done. And God blessed 

the seventh day and declared it holy, because on it God ceased from all the work 

of crcation.'~7 

By resting on Shabbat as God did, we honor God and Shabbat, and we 

remember that we are created in God's image. We take time for ourselves in ways 

uniquely different from the other six days of the week. It is a time to relax. It is a 

time for pleasure. It is a time simply to be. 

Our Rabbis taught: As the sixth day ended, the world was still incomplete. 

What did it lack? Menuchah, rest. When Shabbat arrived, so did rest, and the 

world was made complete. 118 

God created tranquility, case, peace, and quiet on the first Shabbat because 

menuchah required its own act of creation. Each Shabbar, we re-create that 

numucl1ah, a refreshment of body and soul.89 

Our Rabbis tel1 us too: "Make your Shabbat conversation different from your 

conversation on weekdays. Make your Shabbat walking different from your 

walking on wcekdays."90 Let us speak in ways that do not detract from the 

tranquility of Slwbbat; let us walk as if we have all the time in the world. 

In days past, our ancestors prepared for Shahbat hy visiting the mihch, the 

community bath. They did not seek to purify themselves, but rather. they sought 

to separate themselves from the week gone hy. Tonight, as we welcome Shabbat. 

we too, will bring ourselves to water. 

8<,. These paragraphs. together with some later "thoughts on how lo 'he' in the silcm:e"' or 
"mt:ditations lo consider during the silence," would be typed up in ad\'ancc with copies made for 
cad1 pcr:;on. This would he the case for all four ritual settings proposed in this chapter. 

87. (ie11c1i1· 2:2-3. 

88. Rashi's commentary on Genesis 2:2. 

89. (h'll('.1i1 Rahhah I 0.9. 

90. Slwhbat 113h. 113a. 
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Our tradition teaches that before we cat a meal, we pour water over our hunds 

to ritual cleanse. Let us wash our hands this evening to separate them from the 

adivities that kept them busy all week. 

According to tradition, we wash by pouring water from a cup or bowl - not hy 

running our hands under a sink faucet. As we seek to separate oun-clvcs from 

daily activities, let us hcgin by letting go of our dependence on machinery. 

As we pause to wash our hands one by one, let us remain silent until we have 

all finished and arc ready to recite the Mot::i together. During the silence, let us 

recall this passage from I Kings: 

God called to Elijah to stand where Moses had stood generations earlier, on 

Mount Sinai. And lo, God passed by. There was a great and mighty wind, 

splitting mountains and shattering rocks~ but God was not in the wind. Attcr the 

wind - earthquake; but God was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake - a 

fire~ but God was not in the fire. And after the fire - kol d 'mamalz dakah, a quiet 

small voicc.91 

Washing the Hands 

Around the room are several washing stations - perhaps even one station per table. At 

each station. place a vessel that can hold water, and paper tmvels for drying. Each table 

of people fonn a line at the washing station nearest to that table. One by one, each person 

fills the vessel and pours a sma11 amount of water over the right hand, followed by a 

small amount of water over the left. 

Custnms vary in the Jewish world regarding how many times one washes each hand. 

In some communities, once is sufficient. Others wash each hand hvice. In most place:-, 

people wash each hand three times. Why? Ancient Jews otlcn believed that the number 

three had magical powers. In addition, the number three is connected to making 

something ''legal" in Judaism. For example, a beit din, a Jewish court. is made up of three 

91. /{,:i11g,· 19:11-12. 
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people. 

At\cr washing. tin the hands and let the water roll down to the wrists. Then dry the 

hands and recite the traditional blessing for hand washing: 

:□!J? n7'>\,')~ ,~ :oi~l~1 ,,.,~i~>?~ ~l~1P iW~ O/i)JQ ,f?P, lY>fi?~ ?~ i1J;ll::{ 1n~ 

Baruch a/ah adonai elohei1111 melekh ha-olam. asher kid 'slwm, 

h 'mitzvotav \' 'tzivanu al 11 'ti/at yadayim. 

Blessed arc You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who sanctifies 

us through Your commandments and commands us to wash our hands. 

One thoughtful touch is to refill the vessel for washing after you are done so that it is 

ready for the next person. This lovely gesture links the diners at each table to one 

another. 

Meditation to Consider During the Silence 

Judaism docs not oppose work. The six days do not stand in opposition to the 

seventh day. It is all within the same commandment. .. Six days you shall labor 

and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath unto the Eternal One'' 

f£:rnd11s 20:91-10]. Judaism pleads that we attain some degree of independence from 

the store, from the factory, from the office, from the culture of commerce, from 

the adulation of commodities. 

The Sabbath challenges us to break our addiction to work. Shabbat is a cry fur 

sanity, fbr freedom from the omnivorous monster that eats at our soul and robs us 

of our family, our friends, and the gentleness in us. 

On Yorn Kippur, the Hafiaralz from the prophet Isaiah conc1udcs: ·•tr you refrain 

from trampling the Sabbath, from pursuing your business on My holy day; if you 

call the Sahbath a delight and call the holy day honorable, if you honor it and go 

not your own ways nor look to your own affairs nor pursue your business nor 

speak thcreoL then shall you delight yourself in the Eternal and I will feed you 

with the heritage of Jacob" [Isaiah 58: 13-14J. For the Sabbath to be a delight, it must 

go beyond lighting the candles, reciting Kiddush, and blessing ~he c/101/ah. If tlw 
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table talk is filled with the making of "deals'' or of a "killing" in the market, the 

clru/la/, turns hard and dry. If the table talk is ascerbic, sarcastil:, and ti.tit of 

gossip. or speaks to the children only of their progress in school and not of their 

hopes and dream, the Kiddusl, wine turns sour. If there is shouting, at the Sabbath 

tahlc, the candles are extinguished. 

Judaism asks fix equilibrium. The Sabbath is a declaration of a truce, an annislicc 

for the sake of our liberation. We arc lopsided, out of ki1tcr. We need one day out 

of seven to restore our sanity. 

One day out of seven let us erect a barrier to keep out the culture of business. its 

toughness, its hardness, its obsessiveness, its competition. 

One day out of seven let us close our pocketbooks. 

One day out of seven let us liberate ••in God we trust" from the dollar hill and put 

it into our lives. 

One day in of seven let us halt the motor. 

One day in of seven let us not purchase what we covet. 

One day out of seven let us let us disconnect the TV, fax, and computer; instead. 

let us take our time, talking and listening to those whom we love. 

One day out of seven let us create the balance indispensable for our sanity. our 

health. and the solidity of our family lives. 

On Slwbbat, we can begin to take back control of our lives. The Sabbath is our 

time: the home is our place.92 

\Vhen Everyone Has Washed, Return to the Table and Sing 

'>?~ :O?i~ n,·p OtJ7·1:, l'l~\!iiiJ n2;t niilJ~.? ,n~WO nz::< :,~,q~~ .,.p nJ?1?i1 

n~) O~~\!;JD n~ ?? n~~ D'>>'.3? nw~ '>~ ,O?W? N'>D niN 7~1~~ .,p )'>~~ 

.\!h;)~~l n~~ .,~.,.'.::l~D Di'>J:) ,'n.~Q 

V ·sham 'ru v 'nei yisra-eil et hashaba1 la-asol et hashabat, / 'dorotam h 'ril 

olam. R<'ini uvein b '11ei yisra-ei/ ot hi I 'olam. ki sheishet yamim asalt 

adnnai et hashamayim v 'et ha-aretz, uvayom hash 'd-i shal'al 1·ayi11afi.1sl,. 

92. This cnlire meditation comes from Schulweis, Harold M., '"Serenity Lost - and Found.'. in Ul-.i11s. 
Do\' Peretz. ed .. A Slwhhat Reader: U11i1·er.,·e o(Coxmic .Im· ( UAHC Press. I Q98 ): 9lJ- I 00. 

Rit11al /land ll'ashiug: Can ,111 A11ciem Ritual Be G11·c11 .V,•11· .lf<'a11111g.' - 63 



The people of Israel shall keep the Sabbath. observing the Sahhath in 

every generation as a covenant for all time. It is a sign forever hct\wcn Mc 

and the people of Israel, for in six days the Eternal God make heaven u11d 

cai1h. resting on the seventh day. 

Finally, Pray Together 

93.))r,lQUJ?~ i1~7 ,:,)'>tliD~) 1l'T,liJ~ 'i:'f.?Ni. ))'>fl?~ 

Elohci11u \'cilohei ai•oteimt v 'imoteinu r 'tzei vim 'nuklwrcimt. 

Our God, and God of our ancestors. may You be pleased with our rest. 

·'<l~v )Y.l □TJ? N'~itlD □1iYv 1.?>? u,o-;,~ ,, nl)t-< ,,,~ 

Baruch atal, adonai eloheinu melekh l,a-olam, hamotzi lekhcm min 

ha-aretz. 

Blessed arc You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World. who brings 

forth bread from the earth. 

E. N'tilat Yadayim, Silence, and the Chavurah 

This ritual contemplates a congregational chavurah that has been meeting for some 

time. Perhaps they first came together when their children were young to support each 

other as young parents and to figure out how to have a Jewish home and life with all the 

demands of marriage, children, work, aging parents, and the like. The children arc now 

grown, out of the house or away at college. The chavurah continues to meet, hut has 

changed its focus: The members now come together for themselves, to find ways to 

enhance their spiritual awareness, as well as to learn together and socialize. They meet 

anywhere from six to twelve times a year, usually on a Saturday night. rotating among 

members' homes. They begin with a common exercise: leaming, sharing, or just hcing. 

They have dinner together, and when the sun sets, they make lla\·da./ah. 

93. This prayer is part of lhc traditional Shah/,at Amie/ah. 
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This ritual begins just as the chavural, is ready to cat dinner. Each person stands 

behind his or her chair at the dinner table (if the meal is a sit down) or stands around the 

table where the food has been placed (in the case of huflct meal). Everyone focuses on 

the table hcfbrc them, and, going around the table. members of the clwmrah take turns 

reading the following, perhaps paragraph by paragraph: 

Communal Readings 

The Jewish dinner table is often compared to the ancient Temple altar. Just as 

our ancestors brought their finest offerings to the Temple to be given to God, we 

try each day to bring our best selves to the Eternal One. This table reminds us that 

when we fall short, it is often because we have spoken words that have hurt rather 

than soothed. 

We read in the book of Exodus: "Make for Me an altar of stones. Do not build 

it of hewn stones, for by wielding your tool upon them you have profaned 

them _,.q-1 Martin Buber teaches: "The altar of the earth is the altar of silence, which 

pleases God beyond all else."9~ 

Let us take the time to wash our hands to purify them. and, by extension. our 

bodies, before touching the meal before us. And when we have washed, let us 

remain silent until all have done so, taking that sacred time together to separate 

our mouths from any impure, unkind. or hurtful things we might have said earlier 

in the day.% 

Immersion in water softens our fonn, making us malleable, dissolving some of 

the rigidity of who we are. It alJows us to decide who we want to be when we 

come out of the water. The water changes us. neither by washing away something 

nor by letting something soak into us, but simply by sotlening us so that we can 

remotd ourselves into a different imagc.'11 

94. Hrocl1t.\· 20:22. 

95. Bulier. Martin, Ten R1111g\·: Co/lecl'-'fl J/a.\·idic Sc1ying\· (Carol Publii.hing Corporatilln. 2001 ): JO. 

96. Based on a Chasi.idic teaching of Rav of Chernobyl. 

97. Based on a teaching of the faculty of Cl.AL. the Center for ,lcwish Lcadcri.hip and Leaming. 
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Tradition spcci fies that, for ritual washing, the water must he poured over tlK· 

hands by human agency, not by machine or foucet. The point is that awakening 

consciousness cannot be accomplished by mechanical means. Pouring is usually 

done personally, but it can he done by another as a mark of friendship.''' 

As we pause to wash our hands, let us remain silent until W(.' have all finished 

and arc ready to recite the Motzi together. During the silence, let us recall this 

passage from/ Kings: 

God called to Elijah to stand where Moses had stood generations earlier. on 

Mount Sinai. And lo, God passed by. There was a great and mighty wind, 

splitting mountains and shattering rocks; but God was not in the wind. After the 

wind - earthquake; hut God was not in the earthquake. After the ca1thquake - a 

fire: hut God was not in the fire. And after the fire - kol d'mamah dakah. a still 

small voicc.'"1 

Washing the Hands 

Next to the kitchen sink, the host places any vessel that can hold water and a hand 

towel for drying. The members of the chavurah fonn a I ine at the sink. One by one, each 

person fills the vessel and then pours a small amount of water over the right hand, 

followed by a small amount of water over the left. (Or, the next person in line can pour 

the water over the hands of the person at the sink.) 

Customs vary in the Jewish world regarding how many times one washes each hand. 

In some communities, once is sufficient. Others wash each hand twice. In most places, 

people wash each hand three times. Why? Ancient Jews oticn believed that the numhcr 

three had magical powers. In addition, the number three is connected to making 

something "legal" in Judaism. For example, a beit din, a Jc\vish court, is made up of three 

people. 

98. Greenberg. ln'ill!!, The Jt!idsh lfoy: Lfring the /lolida_1·.\· (Simon & Schuster, 1988 ): 170. 

99. / Kings 19: 11-12. 
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After washing, lift the hands and let the water roll down to the wrists. Then dry the 

hands and recite the traditional blessing for hand washing: 

/Jamel, a/ah udonai eloheimt melekh htz.<>lam. asher kid 'sham, 

h 'mit=mtav \' 't::ivam, al 11 'ti/at yadayim. 

Alcssc<l arc You. Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who sanctities 

us through Your commandments and commands us to wash our hands. 

One thoughtful touch is to refill the vessel for wa..,;;hing attcr you arc done so that it is 

ready for the next person. Especially when members of the chavurah wash their own 

hands, this lovely gesture links the group members. 

Thoughts on How to "Be" in the Silence 

In the quiet, allow whatever comes up. Emotions, thoughts, images - they are all 

treated equally. The more you completely accept them, the more present you are and the 

more fluid your contemplation. mo You might also want to experiment with visualization. 

One accomplished Jewish meditator and teacher offers the following suggestions: 11" 

• Imagine yourself in the presence of someone you consider a 1,Tfeat spiritual being. 

How does it feel? Speak to this person as if you were good friends. Don't be shy. 

Voice both sides of the dialogue - what you are saying and how the other person 

responds. Don't let your doubts interfere. Just allow the words to flow. Speak 

spontaneously without mental editing. 

• Visualize standing in the heavenly court. You must discover why you are there. 

There is a prosecuting attorney and a defending attorney. Which side arc you on? 

Who else is in attendance? Let the case proceed. Stale what the attorneys say and 

what the witnesses respond. 

• Imagine you are walking in a beautiful field. The weather is perfect. There is a 

special presence ahead. The closer you get, the better you feel. You know this 

l00. l>a\"ich. Vicror N., N Minute M<'ditation: Quiet four Mimi. Chung£' )'our I.if<'. (Perigee Bol,k~. 
2004): 78. 

101.Cnllpcr. David A .• Silence. Simplicitr a11d Solit1ule (Skylight Path:, Publishing. l 9991: I 98-199. 
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person you are about to meet is extraordinary. You get close enough to sec the 

person. Describe him or her. Then you get close enough to talk. Engage in a 

conversation. 

• Visualize yourself floating in the hands of God - comfortable, protected. calm. 

Experience the feeling of being in God's presence. 

When Everyone Has Washed, Return to the Table and Read Together 

Lile as we know it is based on water~ without water, nothing can survive. As 

di ffcrcnt as humans are from one another and from other fonns oflife, we all have 

this in common: we depend on water for our life. As we have just purified 

ourselves with water, may we be reminded of our link to every Jiving creature. 

For water's purifying power is bound up in its essence: it is mayim chayim, living 

water, the water of life. 102 

Finally, Pray Together 

il);) ':,~ ,~ )~i1'?~1 ntn nw.i~~ ~qi::i 01i)IQ 1.t~ ))'iJ'~ n ill)~ 11,;i 

103.0'~,i~iJ '0 ,rn~ .'fJ ,~ \!J?,J OiJ~ ni,QD? DN1;t~ 

Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, borei n ,'fas/101 rabot 

i· 'khesronan al kol mah sh 'baratah / 'hakhayot bahem nefesh kol kiwi. 

l/amc/1 kltai ha-olamim. 

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who creates 

many creatures and their needs. For all that You have created to sustain 

the life of all living beings. Praised arc You, the Life of the Universe. 

/laruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh lla-o/am, hamotzi lekhem min 

lta-arct=. 

Blessed arc You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who brings 

forth bread from the earth. 

l02.Aascd on a teaching of the faculty ofCLAl.. 
I OJ.Although this is the traditional blessing recited alter eating a small meal. or a meal that docs 1101 

include bread or wine. [ included it before the meal as it tits thematically with the i1:rnn that 
inuncdiatcly prt~ccdcs it. 
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F. N'tilat Yadayim, Silence, and the Ro.,,J, Clwdesl, Group 

This ritual contemplates a con1:.,rregationa1 Rosh Clwdesh group'''" that comes together 

1..·ach month to study. share a meal, and provide emotional an<l spiritual support for one 

mll1thcr. During my years at HUC-JIR, I have had the opportunity to facilitate a numhcr 

nf ditforcnt synagogue Rosh Chodesh groups. I have found that while the study is 

important and eating is a required Jewish activity, the opportunity to give and receive 

emotional and spiritual support is what holds these groups together. In one community, 

when I asked the women what they wanted to learn that year, they said something to the 

effect of: .. We don't care what we study. We care about creating a space in which 

C\'eryonc feels welcome and included." 

The women sit in a circle. Either they have already studied and are ready to cat, or 

they have prepared to eat, which will be followed by study. The order is unimportant. 

Taking Turns, Recite These Words 

In the Jewish tradition, and in our own lives, women nourish and sustain their 

families. friends, and communities. This nourishment is perhaps best symbolized 

by food. As it says. "With the bread of understanding she shall feed [them], and 

give [them] the water of wisdom to drink."105 For this, we arc !,"featly valued. As it 

says in Scripture. "A woman of distinction, who can find her? She is more 

10-1.Rol'h Cltodesh is the monthly holiday that celebrates the new moon. and. hence. th\! new Jewish 
month. In rabbinic times, this holiday was given to woman. according to midmshic litctatun:. as a 
reward for not participating in the sin of the golden calf. Traditional ways tn cekbralc Ros Ii 
ClwdL'•·h are lo refrain from work and lo participate in sludy. Jewish feminists reclaimed RfJl·li 
Chodesh celebrations in the 1970s. While fow, if any, women take the day off from work. in many 
congregations. once a month, usually around the time of the new muon. women do f.:'omc wgcther 
for study and friendship. 

I0S. Wisdom of"/wn Sirach 15:3; Joshua ben Sirach was a Jew who lived in the second century BCL, in 
Alexandria. Egypt The Wisdom was written in Hebrew and translated into Greek hy his grandson. 
I {is \\nrds arc not in the Hebrew Bible. however. they arc quoted in Talmud and other works of 
rahhinu.: literature The Wisc/om o(lw11 Sirnch was canonized by the Roman Catholic a11cl 1-:.istcm 
Onhodnx churches. and appears in their holy scriptures. 
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precious than ruhics.'' 106 

The impulse that we have to nourish through frmd reflects God's desire that 

people he cherished. We see that food equals love because it reflects a measure of 

truth. There is an emotional quality to eating. Food gives pleasure. 

Let us transfonn our desire to nurture others into a spiritual exercise bcfrlrc we 

cat. A spiritual-heating approach to food is rooted in three areas: b 'rak/101, 

"blessings." kashrut, "dietary laws,"w7 ands 'mlah, "fbod as celebration and 

pleasure." Together, they make the everyday act of eating an essential part or a 

spiritual path. 10~ 

For this healing, we call on the mayim clwyim, the living waters that followed 

the Israelites in the desert while Miriam was alive. According to tradition, on the 

second day of creation God embedded a precious liquid jewel in the earth, a 

miraculous well of pure water. This well became known as Miriam's well. It was 

said to hold Divine power to heal and renew all who drank or drew from it. 

As we pause now to wash our hands with the mayim chayim, let us remain 

silent until all are done and we are ready to recite the Motzi. During the silence, 

let us invoke the healing power of water, and entwine it with the healing power of 

silence. Both can quench what is dangerous. We arc told, "Silence is to anger 

what water is to fire. " 109 

Washing the Hands 

lf thc Rosi, Chodesh group meets in individual homes, then the host places the vessel 

and a hand towel for drying next to the kitchen sink. If the group meets at the synagogue, 

I 06. Pron·rfo 31: I 0. 

107.nr perhaps a more Rcfonn inlerprelation. such as mindful eating. 

I OR.These two paragraphs are adapted from Strassfcld. Midmel, A Book o(Uf<' (Sdw(;kcn Books. 
2002). 

I 09. Raymoml Beyda at wwv.1.torah.org/lcaming/reflections/classcsircllcction-29.html. I k tdls the 
story of a rabbi who was counseling a couple who constantly argued. I k gan: them a h1,ttlc <•f 
water and told them it was special water called "shalom water:· One spouse asked. "How do '>'·c 
use it? Where do we sprinkle it'!" "You don't sprinkle it." he replied. "Whenever y0u arc about lo 

scream at your spouse in anger, till your mouth with this shalom liquid :md hold ii in your mouth 
for ten seconds before swallowing. By the time you arc ahlc to scream you 1m,hahly will l·alrn 
down enough to forget about whatever it is that was aggravating you." 
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then. in advance of the meeting. they set out on a table a large bowl of water. the vessel. 

und some paper towels. f ('lr a Rosi, Clwdesh group, the ideal vessel to use fi:,r hund 

w~1shing is a Miriam's cup. 110 

The members of the group fonn a line at the sink or by the table. One hy one. each 

person till:,; the Miriam's cup, and then pours a small amount of water over the right hand. 

. followed by a small amount of water over the letl. In some Jewish communities. the 

washing is repeated one or two more times. With the Rosh Clwdesh group, each 

participant washes as many times as she feels the need. 

After washing, lift the hands and let the water roll down to the wrists. Then dry the 

hands and recite the traditional blessing for hand washing: 

:O!l? 117'\;>~ ',~ !\3}~1,''tl1~>';l~ !\l~iP ,'<Ii!.< 01WQ ~l?~ :,,:,,p:,~ ?? ii~~ ~=rt~ 

Bame/, atal, adonai e/oheinu melekl, ha-olam, asher kid 'sham, 

b 'mitz,•otav v 'Jzivanu al 11 'tilat yadayim. 

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who sanctifies 

us through Your commandments and commands us to wash our hands. 

One thoughtful touch is to refill the Miriam's cup atler you arc done so that it is 

ready for the next person. This lovely gesture links the group members. 

Thoughts on How to "Be" During the Silence 

During the silence, let us take in nourishment, sustenance, and love from God 

and each other, mindful of the words of the Talmud, .. the best medicine of alt is 

silence. For if a word is worth one coin, silence is worth two." 111 

We seek to heal ourselves from whatever ails us - be it physical, emotional. or 

110. Thi:. is a goblet, now otlcn used during the Passover .w-der. to bring the presence of women h• the 
rilual. During the .'it'der, the story of Miriam and her well is told, and all present fill their own 
waler glasses wi1h water from Miriam's cup, or pour water from their water glasses into the 
Miriam's cup. symbolically helping one another to become renewed and healed. 

111.MegilJ,,11 18a. 
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then. in advance of the meeting, they set out on a table a large bowl of water, the vc.:sscl. 

and some paper towels. For a Rosh Clwdcsl, group, the ideal vessel to use for hand 

\\'ashing is a Miriam's cup. 110 

The members of the group fonn a Jinc at the sink or by the table. One by one, each 

person fills the Miriam's cup, and then pours a small amount of water over the right hand . 

. followed hy a small amount of water over the lctl. In some Jewish communities, the 

washing is repeated one or two more times. With the Rosh Clwdesh group, each 

participant washes as many times as she feels the need. 

Atler washing, lift the hands and let the water roll down to the wrists. Then dry the 

hands and recite the traditional blessing for hand washing: 

=□?J? n/'\;>~ ,~ :i.:,i~1,''tli~Y,l~ 1)%i1P i~t,< □;i~D 1?~ u,p,~ ?? nl)~ =rn~ 
Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam. asher kid 'shmw 

b 'mitzvotav v 'tzivanu al n 'ti/at yadayim. 

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who sanctifies 

us through Your commandments and commands us to wash our hands. 

One thoughtful touch is to refill the Miriam's cup after you arc done so that it is 

ready for the next person. This lovely gesture links the group memhcrs. 

Thoughts on How to "Be" During the Silence 

During the silence, let us take in nourishment, sustenance, and love from God 

and each other, mindful of the words of the Talmud, "the best mcdic.:inc of a11 is 

silence. For if a word is worth one coin, silence is worth two." 111 

We seek to heal ourselves from whatever ails us - be it physical, emotionaL or 

110.lhi~ is a goblet. now often used during lhc J'a.-;sovcr .wdt•r, lo bring the presence of women I<• the 
ritual. During the sc:del', the story of Miriam and her well is told, and all present !ill their own 
water glasses with water from Miriam's cup, or pour water from their water glasses into the 
Miriam"s cup. symbolically helping one another tn hccomc n:m:wcd and healed. 

I 11 . .lfegillah l Ra. 



spiritual ·- as did the Psalmist, who said, "Be still and know that I am God.''m 

• 

• 

• 

Imagine yourself in the presence of someone you consider to he a great 

nurturer and care taker. Ask this person to nurture you and care for you. What 

would you request? How would this person respond'! 

Imagine yourself being held, nurtured, and sustained hy God. What docs it foci 

like? What can you do to hold on to that feeling? 

Call to mind the words or melody of a piece of music that lifts your soul and 

brings your comfort. Close your eyes and hum the melody or sing the words to 

yourself 

\Vhen Everyone Has Washed, Return to the Table and Recite Together 

Let us thank God for bringing us together this night and on every new moon. 

to wah in the waters of Miriam. Let us also take the time to bless that which gives 

us life - sweet as the fruit from Eden's tree, filling as Sarah's cakes, savory as 

Jacob's stew, plentiful as the manna in the wilderness, liberating as the crunchy 

matzah, fresh as the harvest brought to the Temple, and heavenly as the taste of 

the Shabbat cha/la!,. ir:r. 

.ntD 1~? U~'>ir:11 1l9~i71 :'t~?IJQ'<,J O?i}'iJ 1.?>? 1J'>iJ7~ '>'> ilt)~ 1n~ 

Baruch atah adonai eloheinu me/ekh ha-olam, shehekheyanu v 'kiy 'manu 

i· 'higi-anu lazman lzazeh. 

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Soverei!:,rn of the World, who gives us 

life, who sustains us, and who brings us to this time. 

·'<l-~iJ 1>;) Cl).? ?-r~~inti 0;1l'Q 1?~ ~l.,DJ~ ,, il~~ 1n:;i 

Bame/, atah adonai eloheinu melekh lta-olam, hamotzi lekhem min 

lw-aretz. 

Blessed arc You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, \vho brings 

forth hrcad from the earth. 

I 12./'\·,,1111 46:10. 
I 13.Adaptcd from Kula, Irwin and Ochs. Vanessa L., T/1£' Book o/".l<•1rish Sacred Practi<"C.c Cl.A/,·.\ 

(iuide lo /:,"\'e1~·da_r lloliday Rituals (//U/ Blcssi11g1· (Jewish I .ighls Press, 200 I): 17. 



G. N'tilat l'adayim, Silcnec, and the Youth Group 

This ritual contcmplutcs a congregational senior youth group 114 that comes together 

each mnnth for a pizza dinner program. While I would not nonnally suggest a new ritual 

for a group of teenagers. I do so in this case for three reasons. First, much of the 

innonuion and creativity in worship and ritual that has made its way into our 

1110\'cmcnt 's canon has come from the Jewish camping experience. Second, youth group 

is often for teenagers the only place where they "do Jewish." And third, the silence ritual 

I propose for the youth group has them focus on the dangers of gossip and hurtful speech. 

We arc all well aware of the pressures on teens to conform, and the unfortunate cruel 

streak that can run through children, be it intentional or not. 

The boxes of pizza, bottles of soda, and whatever else is being offered to eat and 

drink arc placed on tables in the middle of the room. The teens fon11 a circle around the 

Taking Turns, Recite These Words 

God has given humans the gift of speech, a means to communicate far beyond 

the capabilities of any other creation. While animals can convey messages and 

emotions in limited ways, only humans can share complex thoughts, intricate 

emoti1.ms, and deep, philosophical ideas. 

Have we done something significant with this gift from God? Have we used it 

i<1r its ultimate good? Or have we used it to destroy, malign. denigrate, and 

separate people from one anothcr? 11 ~ 

In the Mfr/rash, Rabbi Shimon bcn Gamlicl had a servant named Tabi. He told 

him to go to the market and buy some good meat. So Tahi went out and bought 

114.High schonl students. 

11 ).These hvo paragraphs arc from Palatnik, l.ori. with Burg, Bob, Cio.1.1ip: Ten !''1llt1mys to l:li111i11at1· 
it Fm111 four I.iii' and 7i·amfimn four Soul {Simcha Press. 2002): 14. 
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him a tongue. Then he told him to go out and buy some had meat. Again, Tahi 

bought a tongue. 

When Rabbi Shimon hen Gamliel asked Tahi why he bought tongue both 

times, the servant replied, "'Because from the tongue comes good, and from the 

tongue comes bad. When it is good, nothing is better; when it is had. nothing is 

This story ofTabi the wise servant reminds us of this lesson from the hook Clf 

Ecclesia.fi!IC's: "There is a time to keep silent and there is a time to speak."117 

As we prepare to eat this meal, let us take some time to wash our hands. When 

\Ve are done, let us remain silent until all have washed, purifying our mouths and 

separating them from any impure, unkind, or hurtful things we might have said 

earlier in the day. 11 & 

Washing the Hands 

Next to the kitchen sink, the leader places a vessel that can hold water and paper 

towels for drying. The members of the group fonn a line at the sink. One by one. each 

person fills the vessel and then pours a small amount of water over the right hand, 

followed by a small amount of water over the left. 

Customs vary in the Jewish world regarding how many times one washes each hand. 

In some communities, once is sufficient. Others wash each hand twice. In most places, 

people wash each hand three times. Why? Ancient Jews often believed that the number 

three had magical powers. In addition, the number three is connected to making 

something ''legal .. in Judaism. For example, a beit din, a Jewish court, is made up of three 

I I 6. /.eril1C'II,\ Rabbc,/i 33: I. 
I I 7. Ecdesiastes 3: 7. 
l llUJascd on a Cha!!sidic teaching of Rav ofChemobyl. 
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A tkr washing. lift the hands and let the water roll down to the wrists. Then dry the-

hands and recite the traditional blessing for hand washing: 

:Q~]? n7")\;)~ J~ :t)J~1,1'l;li~>;l::;1 )l~li? ,w~ O?i)JQ l.'.?t? ))")p7~ ?~ i7l)l::{ 1n~ 

llarnd1 atah adouai elohei1111 melekh ha~olam, asher kid 'sham, 

h 'mi1z,•otav ,. 'tzil•anu al n 'ti/at yadayim. 

Bless1.'ti are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who sanctifies 

us through Your commandments and commands us tn wash our hands. 

One thoughtful touch is to refill the vessel after you are done so that it is ready for the 

next person. 

Thought to Consider During the Silence 

Think about the conversations you have had during the past days or weeks. 

Were any unsatisfying, either because of something you said or because of 

something that was said to you? Rewrite the conversation, changing the words 

that were hurtful, painful, insulting, untrue, or otherwise bothersome. Bring the 

face of the other person into your mind. Re-play the conversation with that 

person, but use your new version. 

Once you finish [re]having your conversation, consider the possibility of 

{reJhaving it for real. What would that take? Is it worth the effort? lf you would 

rather not redo it for real, how else can you mend the hurt that came from the 

interaction? 

\\'hen Everyone Has Washed, Return to the Table and Recite Together 

A certain peddler would wander among the towns, calling out, "Who wish1:-; 

to huy the elixir oflifc?" All the people would assemble before him, cager to huy. 

The peddler pulls out the book Psalms and reads verses 34: 12-13: "Who is the 

one who yearns for life?" 

:;i97r., i~1Y.l 'JJ;)\l)i Y7.~ ")~i\!J( ii~~ ,")D7~ 

Hlohai 11 'tzor / 'slwni meira us .'fatai midabeir mirmak 

[The one who says], .. my God, guard my tongue from speaking evil and 
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my lips from deceitful spcech."11 '1 

.'(l_~Q )>") OQ? N'>~i>'.:>iJ O}l~Q l.t')? 1)'>iJ?~ .,., i1))2:'l lnJ 

Baruch ala!, adonai elolicinu melekh lia-olam, hamolzi /ekltem min 
lra-aretz. 

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who brings 

forth bread from the earth. 

119.lhis Midm.,·h is from lei·iticus Rabbah 16:2. 
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Chaptl'r 4-N'tilat Yadayim Upon Waking in a New Context: A Rilual for Self 
Healing 

As discussed in Chapter 2. at some point in time (we have no idea when). ritual hand 

washing was expanded to include early in the morning. almost immediately after 

awakening. The reasons a Jew became obligated to wash his hands in the morning seems 

to number three: to sanctify or purify oneself, to eliminate the evil spirit that rests on the 

hands (which could lead one to sin and/or cause health problems). and to ready oneself to 

recite the Sh 'ma. 

Ritual hand washing in the morning is not a part of the Rcfonn minhag. Perhaps some 

Refonn Jews do ritually wash upon waking, but I 'vc never met any Refonn Jew who 

claims to. We don't study it at HUC-JIR, we don't teach it at our congregations, and we 

don't make it a requirement to become bar or bat milzvah. I would venture to say that 

few Reform Jews (other than those raised Orthodox or who had Orthodox grandparents) 

even know that ritual hand washing in the morning is an obligation in Judaism. 

But many Refonn Jews do have morning rituals. Some meditate. do yoga, stretch, 

exercise. take a walk. or even pray. Are Reform Jews likely to add ritual handwashing, if 

they were taught the tradition? l doubt it. As mentioned in the lntroductio11, I don't think 

most Refonn Jews are interested in participating in a ritual that is meant to address a state 

of impurity or ward off evil spirits and that hearkens back to the Temple period. 

I do believe, however, that there is a place for n 'tilar yadayim in the morning for 

Refonn Jews. In this chapter, I offer a ritual that focuses on what might he considered the 

''original" meaning of the the root ~Ol: to "lift" rather than to '"wash." 1~0 In addition, this 

120. Exploring the ctemology of ,,n is beyond the scope nf I his 1hcs1s. Rahhi ZIC1tnwi1.1. undc11ook 

such an exploration in his the~is and concluded that the root originally meant to ·•lili." We c.in Sl~(.' 
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ritual addresses an issue that has become one of great concern in our movement: healing. 

But the ritual covers an aspect of healing that we often overlook: healing of the sclt: 

A. Healing Prayers and Reform Judaism•~• 

Until twenty or twenty-five years ago. ·•Refonn Judaism" and "prayers ti.1r healing" 

we-re rarely uttered in the same breath. We were the m<wemcnt of rationalists, \\'ho had 

little time or patience for mystical. spiritual, or, dare I even say, superstitious notions that 

God healed. 

Early Rcfonn siddurim eventually came to reflect this theology. but it took some time 

and wasn't consistent. In what is perhaps considered to be the first Reform prayerbook, 

the Gennan .. Geiger .. Siddur, the ,. :fa-einu prayer of the weekday Amidal, appears in the 

traditional Hebrew formulation. The same is true in the first American Reform 

prayerbook compiled by Isaac M. Wise. 122 In both siddurim we read: 

nY;l7\}i i12!(~!>7 n!,~01 .n];lz:t :'tlU]iJ~ '~ n~\!'1~1 :oil)J'>~in N~l~) n :oilt::t~7 

,/in N~i1,., n~~ 71n~ .n);l~ 1Q0111~ N~i, 11~ ';,~ "'.;> ~)'>t,i:>,;1-,~t 

.?~l~~in~ 

Heal us God and we wil1 be healed. Save us and we will be saved, for You 

are our praise. Grant complete healing for all our wounds, for You arc the 

Almighty Ruler, and a faithful and merciful Healer. Blessed arc You, the 

Healer of the sick among people Israel. 

the connection when we consider the h "rc,khah recited \1,·hcn we waive the lulav and etrng dudng 
S11kkor. The final three words are "al 11 'til"t lulm•;• ·•concerning 1hc liliing of the lulav.'" 

121.Much of the ma&erial in this section was developed during the spring of 2004. when I studied 
independently with Dr. Eugene B. Borowitz. exploring the theology bchinJ why the well pray on 
behalf of the ill. I thank him for everything he taught me during my independent study, and during 
all my years at HUC-JIR. 

122. In I foffman, Lawrence A., /1,ly People·,., Prayer Book, I·,,,_ !. Th" AmidtJh (Jewish l.ighls 19981: 
I 19. Dr. David Ellenson points out that Geiger and Wisc e,•cntually published 1hc tradiliC111al 
prayer with a universalisl twist - eliminating the idea thal God heals o,tly thosl.' wlw arc it>~ 

',N1~'. "among the people Israel.·• They were following the tradition of the />a/e.\/i11im1 folmud, 
nnl of lhc Ht1/~1·/m1i,m 7'tdmud. 



David Einhorn. author of another early American Rcfonn siddur. took a di fforcnt 

,1pproach. His prayer is English~ in the chatimah. God is praised as the "Redeemer of the 

distressed." fully eliminating the idea that God plays a role in our physical healing. 

The Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR), the professional organization 

of Rcfi.lrm Rabbis, took over publishing the sidd11rim of the American Rcfonn movement 

in the late 19th century. The weekday Amidal, in the first Union PrayerBouk of 1892 is 

in English, and has been shortened. The thirteen middle prayers are summarize<l in seven 

paragraphs. Within the third paragraph we read, .. Help us and we shall be helped, heal us 

and we shall be healed; for Thou alone art our true Helper; from Thee comes healing of 

all our ailments and consolation in our sorrows." Herc, God as healer seems closely 

related to Einhorn 's God who helps us through our emotional difficulties. but who has no 

part to play in our physical healing. 

A mere three years later, in 1895, even this was too much for the Refonn rabbis 

drafting our movement's prayerbook. The thirteen middle prayers of the weekday 

Amidat, appear in five paragraphs. All rcterences to God as healer arc gone. Subsequent 

editions of the Union Prayer Book in l 908 and 1918 are the same. 

But something seems to have happened between the first and second World Wars. In 

the 1940 edition of the U11io11 Prayer Book, the weekday Amidah is in both Hebrew and 

English. While the full text of the thirteen middle prayers has not been restored (there i~ 

no 1 'ka h ',<;/10/ar for example, calling for the ingathcring of exiled Jews), the r .'fa-cinu 

prayer is hack in its traditional Hebrew fonnulation, with an English translation that is 

vague enough to reflect a rationalist theology. It reads, "Heal us. 0 Lord, and we shall be 

healed: save us and we shall be saved~ for Thou art our God. Thou art a faithful and 
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merciful healer." 

This same version appears in the 1947 edition of the Union Pra.l'er /Jook, c111<l 

remains so unti I the publication of Gates of Prayer. While these later editions of the 

U11io11 Pr,~rt.'r Book referred to God as "Healer," they make no reference to anyone sick 

who receives God's healing. One could understand these words along the same lines as 

those in the Einhorn siddur - God consoles us and heals us through emotionally difficult 

times. 

In 1975, the CCAR published its new siddur, Gates of Prayer. In it we read, in both 

Hebrew and English, the foHowing: 

-;yn~ .~:i,ttt:>Q-',~:, i1J?.?~ n~~!>'l n>~D1 ,n~~A~1 ~))!,~in ,N~1n ,, Ul::{~7 

.o,~inD NP.i, ,, n,;,~ 

Heal us, 0 Lord, and we shall be healed; save us, and we shall be saved; 

grant us a perfect healing from all our wounds. Blessed is the Lord, the 

Healer of the sick. 

Unlike the Union Prayer Book, this siddur expresses a clear theology - God heals our 

\\rounds and heals the sick. 

No matter what theology has been expressed in these prayers regarding God's power 

(or lack thcreot) to heal, one aspect has remained constant: they all begin r_'fa-cinu, "heal 

us." But few Refonn Jews would have had any exposure to these various liturgical 

expressions. Although the Refonn siddurim contain the weekday service, rarely d<l 

Reform Jews actually come together to pray it. Rcfonn Jews who attend services have 

gone (and still do go) on Shabbal, and the middle prayers of the Amidah are ditlerent 

from those prayed during the week. This means that since the early days of "Rcfonn•· in 

America. R.cti.mn Jews have lost out on the opportunity to pray for healing-· either their 
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own nr any one else's. 

In theory. Rcfonn Jews may have been exposed to prayers for healing during the 

Torah service - when (or it) the shaliakh tzihur otlered a mi sltebciraklz prayer for 

healing for someone who had an aliyah. I say "in theory'' because I cannot find an)1hing 

to substantiate this practice in Refonn synagogues. I grew up attending a Conservative 

synagogue; furthennorc, I have been unable to find any pubf ished accounts of this 

practice in Refonn synagogues. I have been told that it was rarely. if ever, done. 

Today, Rcfonn Jews still don't generally pray a weekday service, nor do most 

Reform rabbis or cantors offer a mi shebeirakh prayer for healing for someone who has 

had an a/(m/, during the Torah service. But, we do pray for healing - the healing of 

others. 

In I 988, Debbie Friedman composed and began perfonning her song of healing, "Mi 

Shcbdrac/1. " She clearly touched a raw nerve, as her song was picked up by myriads of 

Refom1 ccingregations and integrated into their Shabbat services. How wide spread was 

the embracing of Friedman's "Mi Shebeirach "? At the 1993 UAHC Biennial convention 

in San Francisco, I remember the delegation of nearly 5,000 singing it with her as the 

Union unfurled a new panel for the AIDS Memorial Quilt. Everyone knew the words. 

Friedman ·s "Mi Shcbcirah" has become so much a part of Rcfonn liturgy that it will be 

included in the new C'CAR siddur. Mishkan T.'filah, in a section entitled .. Special 

Prayers.·· 

Frii.:dman 's "Mi Shebcirach ·· is as foJlows: 

!l)'>t,i>:l~ n;11~01iv>t !\)'>t1t1~ T1:Jl?,i ,~ 

May the Source of Strength who blessed the ones before us, 
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Help us find the courage to make our lives a blessing, and let us say, "Amen." 

!\)')tliJ~ n~1,m 1ip~ "'tli~ '11.;)'?,i ");) 

Bless those in need of healing with i1>;)')?~ il.\'~.l 

The renewal of body, the renewal of spirit, and let us say, .. Amen." 

While Debbie Friedman's "Mi Shebeirach "was the first well-known contemporary 

song for healing, it is cc~ainly not the last. In I 997, Cantor Lisa Levine composed her 

own, also called, "Mi Shcbeirach," which has been adopted by many Rcfonn 

congregations, and which was included in the Shabbat morning service at the 2003 

Rcfonn movement Biennial convention. Here is Levine's "Mi Shebeirach:" 

:ip~~l Pf)~~ 001;i~ ~~')Utl~ if1~ W '>;l 

,011 nt,t:? ilf?:;17 n1~ U'tliS~ TP~ ')J;> 

May the One who blessed our mothers, may the One who blessed our fathers, 

Hear our prayer (x4) and bless us as well. 

Bless us with the power of Your healing, bless us with the power of Your hope. 

May our heat1s be fi lied with understanding and strengthened by the power of Y ClUf love. 

Bless us with a vision for tomorrow, help us to reach out to those in pain. 

May the wannth of friendship ease our sorrow. 

Give us courage, give us faith, show us the way. 

~l'-tli~~ :fl:;)'# '>? l)')tii::i~ 17.:;;tW '>>;> 

Hear our prayer (x4) and bless us as well. 

In 2002, Cantor Leon Sher composed a song for healing called "Heal Us Now,'' 

which is slowly being introduced into Reform congregations. This is Sher's piece: 

i~~~ 'l'>~l~? :li1i? 1~ ,,~7·p-'.J~t 3ili? ',:,~ 

We pray for healing of the body, we pray for healing of the soul, 

For strength of flesh and mind and spirit, we pray to once again he whole. 
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~ i1!;17 ~ .,?:'.( 

Oh please, heal us now. 

n~>'P nt{,nl "l':liJ nl':.,(:-an1, \U~io nt{:-a!>7 
Heal us now. 

0~1~Q I~ 0~~)1 0~7:'I 1~?Q~ -]1~ ,-q, ~~~-n~ i1~l~ii1 

Ni i1~'~ii1 .,., l'Q~ :'ll'tli~?;,t 11:J\? '~ l)'tl1.J~ 11'.;JV) 'Q 

We pray for healing of our people, we pray for healing of our land, 

And peace for every race and nation, every woman, every child, every man. 

Nl n!l, Nl 7N 
'I' • : .. •• 

Oh please, heal us now. 

Other contemporary compose~, including Cantors Richard Cohn, Lori Corrsin, 

Benjie Ellen Schiller, Robbie Solomon, and Erik Contzius, as well as Craig Tauhman and 

Sol Zim, all have written songs for healing. 

The prayers of healing by Friedman and Levine are probably the most widely used in 

Refom1 synagogues, with Sher's coming into increased use. All are broad enough to 

encompass an ii) person to pray for himself or herself using one of these prayers. But in 

truth, the sh '/ikhei tzibur rarely say anything to facilitate that possibility. 

Today, in most Refonn synagogues when we gather to pray on Friday nights, we take 

time to say a prayer for healing. Usua1ly, the rabbi or cantor introduces the prayer with 

some words in English or in English and Hebrew. We might "call upon God's powers of 

healing in the presence of our se/er torah" or we might ask "for r'/itat lwgu/.' r'fua1 

/wne/esh. r_'/itah sh 'leimah, a healing of body and a healing of soul - a complete 

healing.'' 

No matter how we introduce the prayer, typically, we read a lir.t of names of 
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synagogue members and their loved ones who arc in need of healing. and then invite the 

members of the congregation to ••say aloud or in your heart the names of those you arc 

thinking of. as my eyes meet yours." This part of the service has become so important 

that the sh '/iklwi lzibur will be criticized if they omit it. We used to speak of membc.-s 

coming to services to say the Mourners' Kaddish. Now. many who attend regularly arc 

there to recite the mi shebeirakh for healing. We, the inheritors of the rationalist strain of 

our religious tradition, have abandoned rationalism in order to pray for healing 

B. When Do We Pray For Ourselves? 

The way we introduce healing prayers, and the lack of any real time for private prayer 

(as discussed in Chapter 3), provide few opportunities for worshippers to pray for their 

l',wn well-being or to open up to God. Yet, so many people want or need to do just that. 

and look to Judaism to provide the opportunity. 

I suspect that most people who look for time to pray words other than those that 

appear in the Siddur are iil or suffering in some other way. They use the silent meditation 

time to pray to God on their own behalf, probably because there is no other structured 

time to do that during the service. Some people can comfortably digress from the words 

on the page to pray what is in their heart at any time during the service, but I don •t think 

most Rcfom1 Jews arc at this stage, nor do they want to be. 

Even during the communal mi shebeiraldr prayer for healing, on rare occasion. the 

sh '/ikl,ei 1zib11r will encourage people to name themselves. if they arc ill or distres:;cd, but 

most people arc too self-conscious to give their own names, And even if they did, I have 

to wonder if this would serve as a substitute for genuine prayerful personal conversution 

with God asking for healing. 
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So when can Refonn Jews truly pray for their own well being? We <lo not attend 

daily services, but as I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, many of us have daily. 

usually morning, routines and rituals. And so what follows as the rest of this chapter is a 

morning ritual for self-healing that includes 11 'ti/at yadayim in its original sense of 

"lifting," not '"washing," one's hands. Following the ritual is an explanation of the 

liturgy, passages. and poetry included in the ritual. 

This ritual is to be done at home, privately, alone, perhaps even while one is still in 

bed. How is it possible to pray with kavanah in bed? According to the Midrash, God said 

to the Jews: I have said to you - when you pray, pray in the synagogue in your city. If 

you cannot pray in the synagogue, pray in your field. If you cannot pray in your field, 

pray in your house. And if you cannot pray in your house. pray in your bed. And if you 

cannot pray on your bed, reflect in your heart. 123 

C. Ritual for Self Healing 

J cry out to You, God. I am in need of healing. Hear my lament: 

i Rock of Israel, 124 I ache, and my bones shake with terror. m 

Endless is my pain; my wounds seem incurable and resistant to healing. w, 

g Father Abraham prayed to You, and You healed Abimelech. 127 

And so l pray. "Heal me, too, 0 God." 

123.Midrmh T'hilim 4:9. 
124.A name for Ciod that appears in JI Samuel 23:3. 

125. "Heal me, 0 Eternal, for my bones shake with terror." P,,;a/111 (d. 

126. "Why must my pain be endless, my wound incurable, resistant to healing'!" .le,·e111itd1 15: l X. 

127.Sec Cirn£'sis 20: 17. 
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N Eternal. am I to be plagued forever, like Pharaoh's Egypt?12" 

l Neglected by the bright rays of the Shekhi11a'1'! 12q 

' "I will heal your afflictions," You promised through Jeremiah. no 

N And so I pray, .. Heal me, too, 0 God." 

1 Disease ravages me, ignoring the incantations of Solomon.1." 

Oak trees of Mamre I have tasted, but they have lost their power. 13 ? 

t?tt~--~-~ ··- ... :r.· 

l Neither sufterings nor their reward are welcome - thus You heal great and 

small.m 

And so I pray, .. Heal me, too, 0 God." 

, I am Babylonia, fallen and shattered; balm to the wounds cannot cure.134 

l Victim of Hezekiah's unseemly language am 1. 1~~ 

12R.At\cr God frees the Israelites frotn Egyptian slavery, God promisei; them that they will not i;uller 
the diseases oflhe Egyptiani; if they heed God's commands, for .. l, the EtcmaJ, am your healer." 
f:.rnd11s 15:26. 

129.Mystical literature teaches that the brightness of the Shekhi1wl, makes all upon whom it tails 
exempt from disease. Hekhalot Rabhati. in Bet Ha-Midrush /II, 161-163. 

130..lcremiali 3:22. 
13 I.According to legend, Solomon invented fonnula..'I of incantation by which dii;case1- were 

alleviated. Josephus, Antiquities VIII, 2.5. 

132.Thc Midrmh teaches that the oak tree planted by Abraham in Mamre protected anyone who tnok 
of its wood from illness, until the day of death. Midm.~I, l'ernltm('-el 35.5. 

133.Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba fell ill and Rabbi Yochanan went to visit him. Rabbi Yochanan i;aid tt, him. 
··Arc your sufferings welcome to you'?"' Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba answered. "Neither they nur their 
rc,,ard." Rabbi Yochanan said to him ... Give me your hand." He gave him his hand and he raised 
him. One time, Rabbi Yochanan fell ill and Rabbi Chanina went to visit him. Rabbi Chanina said 
to him. "Are your sufferings welcome to you'!" Rabbi Yochanan answered, "Neither they nor their 
reward." Rabbi Chanina said to him, ••Give me your hand." He gave him his hand and he raised 
him. Why couldn't Rabbi Yochanan raise himself! The Rabbis replied: The prii;oncr cannot free 
himself from jail. B 'raklwt Sb. 

134. The sins of Babylonia were so great, that crying for her and applying balm to her. could not heal 
her . .J,,n•mwh 51 :8-9. 

135.0nc trndition says that Hezekiah's illness was punishment for unseemly languag<~. Y. Stt1rhc•d1·i11 
I0.2Xh. 

R111wl lfll11d Jfo.~J,111~: Cm, rm A11ci,•1,r Riluul B,• <ii1-e11 N,·11· Mecmi11~:• - R6 



N Eternal, You saw their tears and healed the children of David. 1 !r, 

i Remember this, and .. Heal me, too, 0 God.,. 

N Anger consumes me; this is my curse. m 

!) Forsaking the physician's charge, I cannot defeat my enemy-illness. 13x 

') Angel of Healing, you dispense your celestial remedies for the Eternal. LN 

Y ca, I pray, .. Heal me, too, 0 God." 

11 Honey may be sweet, but it offers no soJacc. 140 

i O how the waters of Miriam have dried up again. 141 

~ Show me how you healed before giving Your Torah. 142 

, Insistently I pray, '"Heal me, too, 0 God." 

)' Ephraim fell, never to rise again - is this my fate? 143 

l Noah's book fell with Ephraim; of this I am certain. 144 

136."Thus said the Eternal, the God of your father David: I have heard your prayer. I have seen your 
tears: I will cause you to be healed." II Kings 20:5. 

137."A calm disposition brings bodily health." Proverbs 14:30. 

138.A sick man called the doctor. After the exam, the doctor said, "You and f and your disease make 
three. If you will take my side, the two of us shall easily be able to overcome your illness. But if 
you forsake me and do not cooperate with me, and hold onto your disease. I alone. will not he ahk 
1(1 o\·crcome both of you." Adapted from Bar-Hebraeus, a 13th century Jewish Syrian historian. 
theologian, philosopher, and scientist. 

I }9.Raphacl was appointed the Angel of Healing; in his safe-keeping arc the celestial remedies. the 
1ypcs of medical remedies used on earth. Midrash Konen 26:27; Midra.\-h >'eralmw-el 14.15. 

140."Pleasant words are like honeycomb, sweet to the palate and a cure for the hody."' Prm•erfo 16:24. 

141.lhe waters of Miriam heal instantly. Numbers Rabbah 18.22; Leviticus Rahhalt 22.4. 

14 2.God healed all Israelites of sickness and disability before giving Torah. Pesikta dl'Rm· Kalta11a 
12: 104a, I06a-107a; Midrash Tanhuma fl, 75-76. 

143.Ephraim refers to the Northern Kingdom. See, for example, Hrm•a 5:3. 

144.Noah wrote in a medical book all of the remedies for ailments; he gave it to Shem, and it appeared 
during the times of various civilizations. The Book <?f Noah, pp. I 55-156. 
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) In the desert heat, You visited Abraham and brought him the Angel of 

Healing.'~~ 

l Visit me, and ''Heal me, too, 0 God." 

Enemies pray for my demise - and You listen. 1~6 

N I seek out healing springs and bronze serpents, but to no avail. w 

l Valley of dry bones are healed and restored to life. 14s 

And so I pray, "Heal me, too, 0 God." 

Vi Surely, the carriage brings the messenger of death. 1~Q 

)' Everlasting darkness blocks all of my hope. 1~0 

And yet, I know you answered Moses' cry for Miriam. 151 

11 "Heal me, too, 0 God, heal me, too." 

145.Thc three angels of God who visit Abraham after his circumcision arc Michael, Gabriel, and 
Raphael; Raphael was there specifically to heal his wound. Genesis Rabbal, 50.2: Bm·t1 MC't=iah 
86b. 

146.Raba became very ill; he ordered his servants not to tell anyone. as he feared it would a fleet hii. 
good fortune. But, he further instructed them, if the illness lingered for more than a few days. then 
they should tell everyone in the market place. His enemies would be pleased. and because we arc 
taught not to rejoice when an enemy falls, God would heal Raba to spite his enemies. Further, 
Raba figured, his friends would pray for him, and God would send great blessings. He would he 
doubly cured. Nedarin 40a. 

147.Until the days of Hezekiah, a list of healing springs was circulated among the people. When they 
were ill, they did not pray to God, but made u11e of the healing springs. Hezekiah hid the list. 
Similarly. the hissing of the bronze serpent used to heal the sick of Jerusalem; Hezekiah broke the 
bronze serpent into pieces. Avo/ d 'Rabhi Natan 2. 

14P..t.':ekirl 37:1-10. 
149. Dr. Marcus Hertz, an 18th century German physician, drove a carriage to the house of his patient~. 

On the door were his initials, M.H. A friend chastised him, pointing oul that in Hebrew. "M.I I." 
stood for mal<'ch hamavet, the angel of death. Hertz responded, that "M.H." also stood tbr 
medw_rni lwmeitim, the One who resurrects the dead. Epstein. Lawrence .I .• A 1h'llSIIIT o/".le1dsh 
Anecdotes (Jason Aronson I 989): 96. 

150. The healing power of the sun restored Jacob after he wrestled with the angel. Zolwr, Va_l'i.l'h/akh. 
203b: Mitlrash HaGadol I, 513-514. 

15I.N11111/i('r.,· 12:14. 
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God, I pray to You this morning to help me through this day. I ache in body. 

heart, and soul. I do not move with the ease that once graced me. I stugglc to Ii n 
myself out of the place where I am, and I need Your help. As you remembered 

and guided our ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and 

Leah, remember and guide me. I need your hand of strength to help raise me. 

Jq1) ~lJ.Q\;' ~J~~~ ;>p~ nf1 ,~r;, .n1n~ ,.,l:l32'1 ;rr>?~ n;11~ tl°::>~ ~~ 

i'Q~ il;li?1~ O>;)Q1O10Q 0~7~ .01>?'{} n:;q? ~rpn? 'Vi7fT it:i~ N~ 

'1.?ft n~~ ;rp~/ n~~ 1'f'.'? -1!'1~ ~OJ ;p~\:) Ji1¥ ~ni( 1'QQ .O?)?~ 

.nitl~~l.:l ~1i., ~)f.li?~~ >.l~'fl 'J~it ~lJ.1~1~ -~D~1i? 

.1~101i).I? in~:,?~ 'TiJ:;> ow iJn~ 

Ana B'ko-akh G 'dulat Y'minkha Tatir Tz 'rul'a. Kabeil Rina/ Am 'kha 

Sag ·veiltu Tahareinu Nora. Na Gibor Dor 'shei Yiklwd 'kl,a K 'vavat 

Sham 'reim. Barkheim Tahareim Rakhameim Tzidkat 'klta Tamid 

Gomleim. Khasin Kadosh B 'rov Tuv 'kha Nalleil Adat<?kha. Yakl,id 

Gel-eh l 'am 'kha P 'neih Zokhrei K 'dushatekha. Shavateinu Kabeil 

[!sh ·ma Tza-akateinll Yodei-a Ta-alumot. 

Rarukh sheim k 'vod ma/ 'khuto I 'olam va-ed. 

We beg You, with the strength and greatness of Your right hand, untie our 

knotted fate. Accept the song of Your people; strengthen us, purify us. 0 

Awesome One. Please, 0 Strong One, those who pursue Your uniqu~ncss. 

guard them like the pupil of an eye. Bless them, purify them, pity them, 

may Your righteousness always reward them. Powerful and Holy One. in 

goodness lead Your people. Unique and Proud One. tum to Your people 

who remember Your holiness. Accept our cries, and hear our screams, 0 

Knower of Mysteries. 

Blessed is the name of Your glorious Rule forever. 
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Take a few moments to offer the private prayers of your heart. rcmL·mhcring 

this lesson of the Lubavitchcr Rebbc: His disciple, Moshe, asked him how to 

danm (pray) with great vigor and intention. The Rcbhc didn't answer him 

because the soul of davening isn't easy to teach. Instead. the Rcbbc called in his 

deputy, and told him to teach Moshe. He demurred and called in the rosh (hcml) 

of the yesltim. The rosh began to daven the morning service with Moshe. They 

prayed together until the rosh announced, "'this place is for me alone." lfr walked 

to the comer, put his ta/lit over his head, and prayed. The Rebhe leaned over to 

Moshe and said, "that's davening; it's improvising in the private place." 15~ 

Last night when I laid down to sleep, I took comfort, my God, in knowing that 

the angel of protection, Michael, would be at my right side; the angel of strength, 

Gabriel, would be at my left side; the angel of light, Uriel, would be before me; 

the angel of healing, Raphael, would be behind me~ and the Shekliiuah, Your 

Divine Presence, would be above me. 153 I pray that Raphael, who dominates the 

morning hours, is with me to bring hope and relief. 1~4 

I bless the Eternal who has guided me; 

My conscience admonishes me at night. 

I am ever mindful of the Etemal's presence; 

The Eternal is at my right hand; I shall never be shaken. 

So my heart rejoices, 

My whole being exults, and my body is secure. m 

Be with me now, 0 strength ofmy right hand. as I lift myself to hcgin my day. 

If I cannot litl my body, help me to lift my spirit. 

152. Told in Hammerschlag, Carl A. and Silverman, Howard n .. ll,•a/i11g Cere111011i<'S.' Creating 
Persmwl Rittmlst,,r Spil"itual, Emotional, Physical ancl A4,•11wl Hmlrh ( Perigee Books. 1997 ): 
165-166. 

153.nascd 011 the tcxl of one of the traditional nighUimc hlcssings. recited hefon.-: the Sh '111a when 
going to sleep. 

1)4.Raphacl's role as a morning presence is taught in the lolu11·. /Jalak 204a. 
155.Pwlms lo:7-9. 
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Ba111cl1 atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam. asher kid 's/umu v 'clwyin11 

v 'azarla11u al n 'ti/at yadayim. 

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who sanctities 

us, gives us life, and accompanies us as we lit\ our hands. 

D. Explanation of the Ritual for Self Healing 

The ritual begins with a modem day p(i:vut, 150 which I wrotc. 157 l have adopted some 

traditional and not so traditional p(1:vut conventions. as follows: 

Acmstic.form. The p(vyut spells out Refa-eni Adonai Verqfay; lfos'1i-eni 

Ve-ivashe-ah, "Heal me, God, and let me be healed, save me and let me be saved.'' 158 I 

had to resort to somewhat unusual transliteration rules in order to avoid apostrophes and 

"ei" or .. ay" vowels, but I think it works. I chose this verse because in many ways, it 

epitomizes what someone feels when he or she prays to God for personal healing: It is a 

lament. It uses God's most common name. It is short. It is explicit. It is in the first person. 

Two other biblical verses use the first person to call out to God tclf healing. One falls 

sho11, for in it, God has already healed. 159 The other I refer to in the opening line of the 

Number C?f"lines. Because sit in is one letter in Hebrew, l used the "sh'' sound as one 

letter, not two. in the two places it appears in the transliteration. This gave me thirty-six 

156.A p~1yur is a poem used in worship. Hebrew poets have been developing p~1:rnti111 for hundreds of 
years; a great many were written during the Medieval period. We lind many pi1:rnlim in <'UI" 
Slwhhat siddur, as well as our High Holiday makhzor. 

157.1 wrote lhis p(1:v11t in the Falt of 2003 at HUC-JIR as my linal project for Dr. Sharon Koren's class 
011 the history pi_,:rntim and mysticism. I thank Dr. Koren for teaching -- and pushing her students 
to think - outside of the box. 

158..lcrcmiah 17: 14. 
159."0 Eternal, my God, I cried out to You and You healed me." Pm/111 30:3. 

160.// Samuel 23:3. 
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letters with which to begin my lines, not thirty-eight. Thirty~six. of course, is double kiwi. 

This seemed more than appropriate in a p~,:,·ut about healing, especially given that the 

verse I used expresses two different ways to find life - through healing and saving. 

Repctilion. I decided that each stanza would follow the same pattern: In the first two 

verses. the prayer pours out his or her soul concerning the illness, affliction. or whatever. 

In the second two verses, the prayer asks God for healing. The first of the tinal two verses 

recalls a time in Jewish history that God did heal; the second asks God, "to heal me, too." 

To create a sense of rhythm, l used the same essential last verse for each stanza, but 

intensi tied it for the last one. 

Reference to texts. Every verse (other than the last of each stanza) quotes or refers to 

a Jewish text - Tanakh, Midrash. Talmud, mystical literature, and historical literature. I 

used a concordance to find Tanakh references to rafa or refuah, and I used a number of 

different collections of parables and Midrashim to find the rest. 

Following the piJ:Vlll, appears a personal prayer to God I wrote, asking that God 

remember and guide the person, and that God's "hand of strength" help raise the person. 

My idea is to move from lament toward something that (metaphorically) lifts. This prayer 

serves as a transition to Ana B 'koakh. 

Ana B 'koak/J is a Medieval pixwa written by the Kabbalists, containing an acronym 

of what they believed to be the forty-two letter, unpronounceable, name of God. It was 

written as a part of the Shabbat liturgy, possibly as a magical incantation, to help the 

Kahbalists achieve a higher level of consciousness and unity with God. I include it in this 

healing ritual, at a place moving from lament toward lifting, for several reasons: 

• The reference to God's right hand. 
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• 

• 

• 

• 

The reference to God's strength . 

The request that God undo the person's "fate." 

The request that God "accept our cries, and hear our screams." 

The characterization of God as the "Knower of Mysteries." 

For so many people, illness is about finding strength, questioning what feels like a 

fate handed to them, crying and screaming - or the inability to do so - and 

acknowledging that so much remains a mystery. I hope that the inclusion of Ana B 'koakl, 

allows an ill person to voice much of what otlen is unsaid, and allows the person to move 

toward healing. 

Following Ana B 'koakh, I suggest that the ill person take time to pray what's in his or 

her heart. While many people need only the fixed prayer to say what's they need or want 

to say, others must have time to offer spontaneous prayer. 

I then suggest a prayer based on one of the traditional nighttime prayers, that includes 

the four angels of protection. I add a Kabbalistic interpretation that teaches that the angel 

of healing, Raphael, stays with the person in the morning, in order to bring healing and 

relief. 

From here, I include an excerpt from Psalm 16, which continues on the theme of 

uplifting. making rctcrcncc to God who guides, God who is present, and God who is at 

the person's right hand. The Psalm then acknowledges a heart that rejoices, a being that 

exults, and a body that is secure. 

Following this move toward uplifting, I include a call to God that God should help 

the ill person lift his or her hands. But I also include a line that says, "If I cannot lift my 

body. the please, God, help to lift my spirit.'' I felt that it was important to recognize that 
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some people. no matter how loudly they cry out or how much they pray, cannot always 

physically lift themselves. They need to ask God for a spiritual lifting. 

I end the ritual with a modified version of the traditional 11 'ti/al yadayim blessing. In 

this b 'raklwlt, I have changed God from one who ·•sanctifies us with commandments'' to 

one who "sanctifies us with life." I also change God from one who "commands us 

concerning the washing of hands" to one who ••accompanies us as we lift our hands." 

I make these changes for two reasons. First, when we stop and really think about what 

the words asher kid 'sham, b 'mitzvotav mean, very few Refonn Jews subscribe to the idea 

that God commands us to do much of anything. Ours is a movement that has traditionally 

valued autonomy. But we do honor the life that we have been given, often speak of that 

life as a gitl from God, and uphold the teaching to "choose life."11' 1 

Second, this ritual is not about washing the hands. It's about litl.ing or healing the 

hands as a metaphor for lifting or healing the body. So often, illness manifests itself in 

our inability to move ourselves, to lift ourselves, both physically and emotionally. With 

God's help, the ill person prays, may 1 be able to lift my hands, my soul - myself-- on 

this day. 

l<il./JC'11tcrm""11_1· 30: 19. 
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Conclusion 

In the lntroduclion to this thesis, I ask the question: "ls it possible to re-introduce into 

Rcfonn Judaism a problematic traditional Jewish ritual, but give it a new interpretation 

and use?" I believe that the five rituals included in Chapters 3 and 4 show that, at a 

minimum, it is possible to develop new rituals using ancient ones and that it is possible to 

give those ancient rituals new meaning. If I had an additional six months to work on this 

thesis, I would seek out a synagogue, various synagogue groups, and ill individuals, and 

ask them to test whether or not it is possible to use these new rituals. 

I suspect the hand washing rituals of Chapter 3 would feel awkward, at least at first, 

especially in the Shabbat dinner setting. I doubt that too many congregational members 

or prospective members attending a Shabbat dinner at their own synagogue or one they 

are considering joining, would expect to encounter a radically unfamiJiar ritual as a part 

of the dinner. We have no data on how many synagogue-attending Refonn Jews currently 

light candles, make Kiddush, and say the Motzi on Friday nights. But I can say that in my 

own (highly unscientific) observation of Refonn Jewish families, the growing comfort 

with performing the Friday night rituals has spread only so far. Many families feel 

awkward, ill-prepared, or ill at-ease when doing candles, Kiddush, and Motzi together. 

ilY.l'.J'I ilY.l'.J, how much more so, when we add something wholly unfamiliar (or worse, 

familiar as a part of Judaism from which someone has run away)'? 

That all hcing said, I would still very much like to sec if over time, a community -

cYcn one that differs from month to month - could develop the familiarity and comfort 

with the ritual, and could come to appreciate the role of silence in their lives. 

I am far more optomistic that the three smaller groups - the chavurah, the Rosh 
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Cliodesh group, and the youth group - would take to the handwashing/silcncc rituals 

fairly readily. The members of a chavurah that has been meeting for some time are often 

used to experimenting with new ideas and being open with one another. The members of 

a Rosh Chodcsh group frequently seek out rituals to help them come together in support 

of one another. And the members of a youth group, especially the older teens, arc coming 

to the s;11agogue to ''do Jewish." They may be quite open to new rituals, as long as those 

rituals help them along their journey to understanding what is meaningful about being a 

Jew today. 

The ritual for self-healing in Chapter 4 has different challenges. lt is deeply personal, 

it is intended for a person with a physical illness, and it contains a fairly sophisticated 

English pijyut and a mystical/magical Hebrew piyyut that has been translated into 

English. 

I must admit that I began intensely thinking about the ritual for Chapter 4 during the 

summer between my fourth and fifth years of school, when most HUC-JIR rabbinical 

students begin working (or thinking about working!) on their rabbinic theses. That same 

summer, I was diagnosed with a chronic illness that manifests itself primarily through 

painful joints. Six months earlier, the joints in my hands had begun to hurt~ I simply 

thought I had bruises that would not heal. Now, over a year after I first began to feel pain. 

and atler consulting several doctors and undergoing many different drug regiments. the 

joints in most of my body experience high pain days and low pain days, yet my hands 

remain in a constant state of pain. I have had to learn to live with chronic pain in my 

hands. 

And so, in essence, I wrote this ritual out of my own need, with the hope that others 
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who live with pain, or who are ill, can take comfort from the laments and the prayers. and 

can find God in the morning to help them lift their hands, their body, and perhaps most 

importantly, their spirit. 
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