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Advisor: Rabbi Lawrence A. Hotliman
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This thesis explores the ancient Jewish ritual of hand washing and suggests ways in
which Reform Jews. today. can use hand washing and the accompanying blessing. as a
part of new rituals.

Chapter 1 explores the origins of ritual hand washing before cating. Chapter 2
explores the origins of ritual hand washing upon awakening in the morning. Chapter 3
proposes lour new rituals that include hand washing before cating in group settings. but
tocus on the silence between the washing and the Morzi. Chapter 4 proposes a new ritual
that includes a modification of the hand washing blessing. and uses the verb “natal” in its
original sense meaning to lift. rather than to wash. This ritual is one of sclf-hcaling. in
which the ill person prays to God to help him or her “lift the hands.™ The thesis also
contains an Introduction, Conclusion, Bibliography. and Acknowledgements page.

The last time a thesis on ritual hand washing. or » tilat yadayim. was written by a
New York HUC-JIR rabbinical student was 1955, by Rabbi Bernard Zlotowitz. This
thesis. in some ways. continues the work of Rabbi Zlotowitz. but offers a different slant:
My ultimate goal was to see if [ could take an ancient ritual. unknown to most Reform
Jews and rejected by those familiar with it. and give it new meaning and usce for Reform
Jews, | have partly tried to answer the question: What in our tradition that we have
thrown out can we bring back and still make meaningful?

For the first two chapters. | used mostly tannaitic and amoraic texts - Mishnah,

Toseftu. and the Talmuds. For final two chapters. | used contemporary materials (books.

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

On onc of my first Shabbatot in Jerusalem, during my first year at HUC-JIR, the class
held Friday night services in the campus synagogue and then headed to the mo-adon tor a
potluck dinner. We m‘ade Kiddush, and then, one by one, students formed a line into the
kitchen. 1 knew they weren'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
cmerged from the kitchen, those who were done washing began to chant a niggun. This
scene continued until every last student who wished to ritually wash returned from the
kitchen. Then, the chanting ended, we said the Moz, 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 cngage in
the practice, and I didn’t know what to make of future Reform 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 tallitot. laying ¢ fillin, keeping kosher, and
many more. Ritual handwashing was just a part of that.)

As the weeks and months progressed, 1, too, began to ritually wash before cating -
but only when 1 was with a group on Friday night. [ especially enjoyed the silence, or the
chanting of a niggun, between the Kiddush and the Motzi. | recall that 1 was challenged to
remember the words, and 1 was grateful tor the many places in Jerusalem that had signs

over their sinks with the words of the blessing.
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When [ returned to the States, 1 all but stopped ritually washing on Friday nights.
Most Shabbatot were spent at the homes of congregants or clergy who went from
Kiddush to Moizi, 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 washing was an casy choice.

During the past year or so, my partner Shira and [ have had the opportunity to have
Shabbat 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 # 'tilat yadavim cup that sits by our kitchen sink, but we also have
a towel with the words “af n 'tilat yadayim™ embroidered on it, and a ring holder to house
our finger jewelry while we wash.' 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 rcason we are
comfortable skipping it when “we just don’t feel like it.” We’d never consider skipping
the candle lighting, the Kiddush, or the Motzi. | am intrigued by my own ambivalence,
which has only grown since I began doing research for this thesis.

I have often asked myself why Reform Jews, now apparcntly so comfortable with the
ritual traditions of candle lighting, Kiddush, and Motzi (at least on Shabbat) either have
no awareness or understanding of ritual handwashing, or have out and out rejected it.
Before | began my thesis research, [ would have oftered the following hypothesis: Ritual
handwashing is connected to some practice during Temple times (one reason Reform

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

. The subject of charzitzah — that no foreign object. particularly jewelry, may come hetween the
hands and the water - is beyond the scope of this thesis,
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spirits or both (a second reason Reform Jews would reject it). Now I know: both arc true.
It becomes obvious then, why the practice was omitted by the early reformers. And as
Reform Jews of the current generation have sought to include certain rituals long lost to
Reform Judaism, I'm not surprised that knowledgeable Retorm leaders have not steered
Reform Jews toward a practice that harkens back to the Temple and is meant to address
our inherent impurity.

So I'm left with two questions. First, is there any place in Reform Judaism for a
traditional Jewish ritual whose origin conflicts with one or morc basic theological tenets
of Reform Judaism? Second, is it possible to re-introduce into Reform Judaism a
problematic traditional Jewish ritual, but give it 2 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, halakhah, 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 vurot ot the Amidah -- without any
explanation - in the first draft of the movement’s new prayerbook, Mishkan T filah. The
oppositional outcry was enormous, and the final draft will include tour instances of

m ‘chavei hakol, with m ‘chavei meitim following in parenthesis.

To the second question, | would suggest that the answer is a resounding “yes.”
Reform 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 identitics as
Jews, or as a specific “kind™ ot Jew ~ in this case, “Reform.”

The subject of ritual handwashing ~ » tilat vadavim — is huge. While I have limited
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my discussion in this thesis to hand washing before cating and upon rising, this mitzvah
applies to several other situations:’

« after excreting bodily waste

« after filing nails

« after removing shocs

» after combing the hair

« after touching parts of the body that are normally covered

» after leaving a cemetery or participating in a funeral

+ after 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 are washed by the

Levites).

Regarding handwashing before eating and upon rising, some of the earliest halakhalt
on the subject is tound in the Mishnah (especially Yadayvint and B rakhot). Other carly
halakhot are in the Tosefia, 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 # tilat vadayim. And of course, the tannainm and amoraim were not

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

2. Encvelopedia Judaica, Vol. 12 (Keter Publishing Housce, [td.. 1971): 998-999,
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in great detail.

In order to narrow my topic to a manageable length for a rabbinic thesis. [ have
chosen to focus as follows: | limit my halakhic and aggadic passages to certain tannaitic
and amoraic sources — Mishnah, Tosefta, Yerushalmi, Bavli, and early midrashim. In
Chapters 1 and 2. ! review these sources as they relate to two aspects of n 'tilat vadayvim -
before eating and upon waking in the momning. 1 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 proposc scveral rituals in responsc to the second question |
raised, namely, whether is it possible to re-introduce into Reform Judaism a problematic
traditional Jewish ritual, but give it a new interpretation and use. In Chapter 3, I suggest
four uses of n tilat vadayim before eating, but in ways that explore the roic of communal
silence, something with which we Reform Jews are not particularly comfortable. In
Chapter 4, I suggest a use of » 'tilat vadayim upon waking in the morning, as part of a

ritual of selt-healing.
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Chapter 1 - N'tilat Yadayim Before Eating

The halakhic obligation for Jews to wash their hands and recite a blessing before

cating orginally applied to a situation far more narrow than “any Jew cating any mecal

LEX)

containing bread.™ Initially, the law applied only to the Temple priest as he prepared to

cat the & ‘doshim. as we find in Shabbat 14b-15a (and in a very similar text in Eruvin
21h):
PAYVY ANDVY PNV NYYIA SXINY NN DTN TRT W NNTY NN
DN NN D) 122 NNIY 727 DON DN 231 MINNY P N2 NNY DT APON
WIPN NN O TPY ) NNOY XNR 127 291N NDWRY D NN NI

SIMT G M

And thus, Solomon decreed, as Rav Yehuda said in the name of Shmuel:
At the time King Solomon established the laws of eruvin 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 [ will answer to those who disparage My

word” (Proverbs 27:11). Solomon decreed about the & 'doshim and they thus

decreed about the ¢ 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 » filat yadayim before preparing to eat
those animals that were to be consecrated to God for holy purposes ~ the & ‘doshim.
Although the Bavli does not state so explicitly, onc can guess that the thinking imputed to
Solomon was that whatever was to be offered to God should be handled by purified

hands, We read in the Tanakh about Hiram, who, at Solomon’s direction, built the mikveh

3. Foradiscussion on the current halukhic obligation, see S.A., O.f1 4:18.
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for the Temple. lmmersing 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 cxtended trom the £ ‘doshim to the
¢ rumah.” although by whom is not clear.” This is a logical development, in that only the
Rabbis wanted to make sure that cvery offering the priest presented was handled only by
purified hands. But whereas only the priest handled the & ‘doshim, both the Israclite and
the Levite handled the ¢ ‘rumah or the t ‘rumat hama ‘aser-.

So now, everyone had to wash. It wasn’t enough that the priest washed before
preparing and cating the & ‘doshim and the t ‘rumah. The Levite and Israelite were also
required to handle food that would eventually be given to the priest as an offering. At any
potnt in the chain — from harvest time to carrying the produce to Jerusalem to handing it
over to the priest — the ¢ ‘rumah 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 ¢ rumah seems to follow.

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

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

4. [ Kings 7:23-25.

5. Sec. for example 7. Chag. 3:2.

6. T'rumah means “that which is lifted or separated” and was an offering to be given to the priest,
There were two types of ¢ rumot: the regular offering, which the Israclites had to separate from
their own crops and give to the priest, and the ¢ rumat hama ‘aser, the tithe offering. which the
Levites had to separate for the priests from the tithes they received.

7. Rabbi Bernard Zlotowitz identifies them as Hillel and Shammai in “The Role of Netidlar Yadavim
in the Talmudic Period With an Excursus on the New Testament’s Attitudes™ (Rabbinic Thesis,
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. New York. 1955): 37. Rabbi Zlotowitz bases
his assertion on a passage from Shabbat 14b, which reads D1 Yy Ao e v 950, “Hillel and
Shammai decreed [concerning the] uncleanness for the hands.™ We have no way of knowing for
certain if the attribution is accurate, but if so, Rabbi Zlotowitz's conclusion seems sound, The
passage (rom Shabbat 14b-15a indicates that “they™ decreed about the ¢ rimeah: this follows the
Ine about Hillel and Shammai. In this part of the Bavfi. no other “theys™ are mentioned as
decreeing anything about hands.

Rital Hand Washing: Can an Ancienmt Ritnal Be Green New Meamne? 8
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eighteen prohibitions is a discussion relating to what makes the ¢ 'runah unfit. References
to the ¢ rumah-related g ‘zerot are found in Shabbat 13b-14b, one of which identifies
contact with the hands before they are washed, as something that would make the

t ‘rimaly unfit:

NN PIDIDION PNT 12T WY MINY NI NI 1R 13T WY MIDYN

NIM PRNV PPYHR NIV Y DN 2ORM PYRI TN TN nmnnn

DM PAY YW 111 IUNT DY 109 D) PAIRY DD 121N WRD

PIPWNI WNVIY BYIIM DOPINM O NIVM DM NGV PANRY
Eighteen matters they enacted: What are the eighteen matters? We learn
that these make the ¢ 'rumah unfit: The one who eats 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.” A clean person who drops his head and
greater part [of his body] into three Jogs'" of water that is drawn. A book
[of the Bible]."' The hands [before washing]."” The ¢ vid vom." Foods or

8. According to the halakhah, four degrees of ritual uncleanness are possible. The first degree is
called the “father of fathers™ of ritual uncleanness. One becomes first degree unclean through
contact with a human corpse or from being under the same roof as a humnan corpse. When the item
or person who touches the corpse or is under the same roof as the corpse (the tirst degree of
uncleanness) comes in contact with something else, that something clse is considered unclean 10
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 uncleanness
comes into contact with another person or item. that latter is unclean to the fourth degree. Limits
are built into this system. A first degree of uncleanness (one who touches a corpse or is under the
same roof as a corpse) can convey uncleanness to ¢ff food or liquids with which he comes in
contact. A second degree of uncleanness can convey uncleanness only o £ ramead or k'doshim. A
third degree of uncleanness can convey unclcanness only to ¢ riemah. And a fourth degree of
uncleanness cannot convey uncleanness to anything else.

9. Water that that is drawn is water that has passed through a vessel, as opposed to “living water.”
such as well water, river water, or rain waler collected in a pit.

10. The amount of liquid that constitutes a log is discussed in Section D of this chaptes.

1. According to Shabbat 14a, the ¢ ‘rumah used 0 be stored near the sifici Torah. The books were
damaged and had to be declared unclean. (The damage, according to the Shottenstein Edition of
the Talmud. was caused by the mice whe ate the food and then ate the books, too.)

12, According to Shabbat 14a. the hands are active and thus apt to touch things that could render them
impure.

13, T'viel vom is the “tmmersion day.” On the day a person immersed himsetf, he is still considered
unclean, and would render the ¢ rumah unclean if he touched it. Only once night fall comes is he

Ritual Hand Washing: Can an Ancient Ritwal Be Given New Meamng? 9




vessels that were made unclean by a liguid.

The Rabbis came to realize that, if they wanted to protect the ¢ rumah from becoming
impure through contact with impure hands, the Levites and the Israclites had to get into
the habit of regularly washing their hands. Thus, they extended the requirement of i rilar
vadayim to every situation in which a person was about to come into contact with his
own produce — the c/uddlin.

M. Chag. 2:5 states:

DN W POND DY PHLY

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

produce, and for the ¢ ‘rumabh.

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 atso betore
he handled the produce that he would retain for his own personal consumption, it was
only a matter of time before the Rabbis extended » ‘tilat vadayim 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 anvthing. Why? To get into the habit of washing for

the ¢ ‘rumah, as we see from Chullin 106a:
NN POIND DI NP) INOWN 12 PNNY 27 0N PAN 12 DN 2D N
DOIN 70

Rabbi Idi bar Abin said in the name of Rabbi Yitzchak bar Ashian:
Washing the hands for ordinary food is done to develop the habit for

trumah.

considered clean and able to touch the ¢ rumah. Shabbat 14b finds support for this in Leviticus
22:7. which states that once one immerses, “when the sun sets. he shall be clean. and |afterwards)
he may cat of the holy things.”

Ritwal Hand Washing: Can an Ancient Ritual Be Given New Meaamg? - 10




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

To reiterate: The mitzvah of n'tilat yadayim began with the priest, who was required
to wash before handling & 'doshim. It was then extended from & ‘doshim to t rumah, and
then to ¢/udling and, in parallel fashion, it was extended from the priest to the Levite and
Israclite, so as to ensure the purity of & ‘doshim and ¢ rumah. After the Templce's
destruction and the demisc of Temple sacritices, the sanctity of the original priestly
offering, & 'doshim, was transferred to the individual — that is, washing the hands before
cating 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
Hamazon than about washing before eating, it clearly lets us know the purpose of

washing before eating in the post-Temple era.
117 2090 1IN IMINOINMT 1T INRON 117 12T 107120 NN VD YW "N
NTIAYY S100 DDV DY TN OXDMT Y 10V 10 YOV WX NNN
N2YINDT NY NIN NN 22 19N 37 1IN N0 M09 mbamn oY1 1)
27 VAN I 27 VONT NIVTY RIPIND NON NIYT? WNAMIT NI INDY
DWNTEZ DNYM ONYUNT 0N DX DNYTPNM NN XNMINNA 72 MNNy
1973 1 DMON M NN JIY T YITP YD DNINN D DN
Our Rabbis taught in a baraita: If there is no oil, one may not say the
blessing." These are the words of Rabbi Zi’lai. Rabbi Zi’vai says: One

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

said." Rav Zuha'mai says: When one has an evil smell, he is ineligible for

14, According to Rashi. this means that those who regularly wash their hands wath oil foliowing the
meal may not participate in Birkar Hamazon until they have washed with oil.

15, According to Rashi, “good oil™ is oil perfumed with fragrant spicces.

Ritual Hand Washing: Cair an Ancient Ritual Be Given New Meamme? - 1]




Temple service: thus one whose hands have an evil smell is incligible to
recite the blessing fBirkat Flamazon]. Rabbi Nachman bar Yitzchak said:
Zi'lai and Zi'vai and Zuha'mai I do not know, but [ do know a baraita of
Rav Yehuda speaking in the name of Rav, and others taught in the
haraita: “*Sanctify yourselves™ (Leviticus 11:44). These are the first waters

| washing prior to cating]. **And you shall be holy™ (Zeviticus 11:44). These
are the second waters [washing before Birkat Hamazon]. “For [ am holy”
(Leviticus 11:44). This is the oil. *T am the Eternal your God™ (Leviticus 11:44),

This is the blessing {Birkat Hamazon).

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

ifrom Bekorot 30b:
NON 9323 2N MN ONY MINVD PHIPI ON'RY B¥912Y PUapn Tn
NI NV GN O'9)09 D2 NOY MINLY DPP IMN PUIPN D910
2P
Our Rabbis taught in a baraita: 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. If he 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

promisc.

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
standard 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.

Rinad Hand Washing: Can an Ancient Ruval Be Given New Meamng? 12




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

How strict is the obligation to wash before cating? The Rabbis of the Bavli seem 1o
universally uphold the obligation to wash onc’s hands before cating, but. as we will see
later in a textin the Yerushalmi, washing before cating is there said to be a matter of tree
choice. But even it the Rabbis of the Bavli uphold the obligation, they are not of one
mind concerning the consequences for failing to observe this mit=vah. as the followin g
passages reflect.

The first one comes from Sotah 4b:

D2WN 1D P DT NV DTN Y3 MYIN 27 N KPR 27 IN

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
consequcence for failing to wash one’s hands before eating. If we take the words literall V.
the onc who fails to wash his hands before eating will be stricken from the world. If “the
world™ actually alludes to “this world™ (even though the text does not say olam hazeh),
might it also mcan that the person would also be stricken from olam haba. the world to
come, and therefore suffer the ultimate rejection by 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 tairly

important that you wash your hands before eating.”

Another passage, also from Sotah 4b, supports this latter interpretation. It reads:
PIT PHYN AT WN PIDVHONN T DHYH NY WX PINT KMY 17 U
D NIV NN MUK DY NI IDND DT NYVI NI DNY YN Y9 YON

DNY 09 TY ANt WUN TV
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Rav Avira expounded, and sometimes he said it in the name of Ravi Ami,
and sometimes he satd it in the name of Ravi Asi: Anyonce who cats bread
without washing the hands - it is as if he came to a harlot, as it is said:

“for on account of the harlot, to the extent of a loaf of bread™ (Proverhs
6:26).

Rashi explains that this verse from Proverbs means that if a man neglects to wash his
hands before cating 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 onc talmudic passage, it is quite
severe. In Bava Kama 16b, the sages discuss the biblical prophet Jeremiah, specifically
verse 18:22 of the book 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. Nahmanti 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 1o slay me,” meaning that if he had slept with another man’s wife, surely he’d
be punished with death. So, the sages ask, is death not the punishment for sleeping with a
harlot? They know that the death penalty does not attach to that sin, yet, they answer yes.
by quoting Jeremiah 38:6 as proof that God intended to kill him with the words, “by
throwing him into a pit of mire.”

And so, as with the first Sorah passage, in the sccond Sotah passage the Rabbis assert

a severe penalty for failing to wash one’s hands. Oncc again, we can only assume that
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this is rabbinic excess, and another way in which the Rabbis are saying, “it’s fairly
important that you wash your hands.”

Even it, tor a moment, we were to accept the literal punishments trom the two Sotah
passages, that onc who fails to wash before eating would be stricken from the world or
punished by death as if he had had sex with a harlot, we would find little other support !
tor these extreme interpretations in the rabbinic texts. In fact, in three other sugvor that
appear to assert grave consequences for failing to wash betore cating, the discussions
actually have very little to do with washing. Instcad, the obligation to wash is merely an
cxample of one way in which a person is obligated to give honor and show respect to his
tcachers.

The first passage is in B ‘rakhot 19a:
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M DY OANTI AN M T T INDY NDY DT NPV POPOV
AN TN PO PT N0 MTIA DO NTHNKDN 9OV T109Y
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: In 24 places, the beit din excommunicated
people for dishonoring Rabbis. All are found in the Mis/imah. Rabbi Elazar ‘
said to him: Where? He said to him: See it you can tind them. [He said:] | = ;
found three: the one who makes light of washing hands, the one who
insults scholars after their death, and the onc who acts as if he knows

heaven.' ... [About] the one who makes light of hand washing, what have

16. “Acting as il he knows heaven™ means being on intimate terms with God. [n Ereevin, we find the
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we lcarned? Rabbi Yehuda said: Far be it for us to think that Akaviah ben

Mahalalel was excommunicated, for the Temple hall did not close on"’
anyone in Israel greater in wisdom, in purity, and in fear of sin than
Akaviah ben Mahalalel. Rather, the one excommunicated is Elazar ben
Hanoch, who made light ot hand washing, and when he died, the beir din
put a large stone on his coffin to teach you that when one is

excommunicated and dies excommunicated, the beit din stones his cottin.

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.

|
|
|
|
i
|
|

We really learn very little about how the Rabbis feel about handwashing itself from this
sugva. Perhaps it ts 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 are 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 21b;
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example of Honi the Circlemaker as one who acts as if he knows heaven, asking God repeatedly to
bring the rain, and God relents 1o him. This is unacceptable behavior. according (o the Rabbis. '
because it does not show proper distance - it 1s a lack of knowing one's place. H
7. Meaning that there was no one greater than him,
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Our Rabbis taught: There was the case of Rabbi Akiva who sat in prison.
Rabbi Ychoshua Hagarsi attended him. Every day, he would bring him a
mcasured 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?"™ He poured out half and gave him half. When he [ Ychoshuaj
came to the place of Rabbi Akiva, he said to him: Yehoshua, 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.
[Yehoshua] 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
myself than contravene the opinion of my colleagues (that is, I won’t drink
and 1 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 s not in prison.

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

R SACE PR g

washing before eating. But again, we cannot tell from this passage it the obligation to

PN

wash was considered major or minor. A third sugva similarly uses the obligation to wash
hefore cating as an example ot showing honor to one’s colleagues. We find in Chullin
106a the following:

DN NI D3N MIT DYDY MNN PN IIN MNNDONRD MNHD 0wWn T ]
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I8, The guard is accusing Akiva of planning to use the water to soften the ground so he could dig his
way out,

i e .

[9. Meaning 1o follow the teachings of the Rabbis.
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Also, because it is a mitzvah. Which mitzvah? Abbaye said: The mitzvah
to heed the words of the sages. Raba said: The mirzvah 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...”
(Levitiens 15:11). Rabbi Eliezar ben 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 nof rinse his hands in
water.” [Doces this mcan 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.

Although this sugya does not speak of the consequence for i‘ailing to wash before
cating. it supports Akiva’s assertion that one must follow the teaching of his colleagucs,
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 about the seriousness of the

obligation to wash one’s hands before eating, which might indicate that this mitzvah was
often overlooked. At the same time, however, the two passages from Sotah 4b (all who
neglect washing their hands before eating will be stricken from the world or punished by
death as it they had had sex with a harlot) could lead one to conclude that the Rabbis took
the obligation quite seriously.

Two additional passages from the Bavli and two from the Yerushalmi possibly give us
insight into how seriously the Rabbis considered the obligation to wash one’s hands

betore cating. The first is in Shabbat 62b:
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Rabbi Abahu said and others say: In a baraita, we leam that three things
bring a person’s hands™ to poverty and they are: Urinating in front of
one’s bed while naked; making light of washing the hands [betore cating];
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 if he washes but doesn’t wash (he uses
the barest minimum of water?'), it (the baraita’s assertion that he will
become poor) doesn’t apply. But this is not so0, for Rabbi Hisda said: |
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 to wash, we
have only the two Sotah passages to compare this to. In the first Sorah passage, the

Rabbis are saying “it’s important that you wash, so important, in fact, if you don't 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 Shabbar passage, the consequence has Tessened,
reflecting the rabbinic thinking of the second Sotah passage (neglecting to wash betore

cating is like sleeping with a harlot). Here, Abahu and others, including Rava, claim that

the person who does not wash before eating is headed toward poverty. [ can't imagine

that the Rabbis wished poverty on themselves or anyone clse, but. nevertheless, it scems

20 Meaning the person himself.
21 According to the commentary in the Shoncnstein Edition of the Talmud.
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to fall far short of being stricken from the world.

We tind another “less severe™ consequence in Chullin 106a:
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When Rav Dimi camie he said: {Someone who neglected] the first waters
(washing before eating) was fed forbidden meat.” [Someone who
neglected] the second waters (washing after eating) divorced his wife.™
When Rabin came he said: [Someone who neglected] the first water was
fed the meat of n 'velah. [Someone who neglected] the sccond 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 » 'tilat
vadavim after cating (as part of Birkat Hamazon). According to Dimi and Rabin,
someone who forgets to wash his hands before eating could wind up cating sreif. But the
one who forgets to wash his hands after cating might divorce his wife or commit murder.

While cating freif 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, According to the Shotienstein Edition of the Talmud. he entered an inn and did not ritually wash
before cating. The innkeeper assumed he was a non-Jew and served him pork (some say, he was
served #'velah, meat of an animal that died a natural death and had not been ritually stanghtered).

23. According to Yoma 83b, the Rabbis entrusted their purses 10 a man who later denied having them,
They noticed that the man had traces of lentils on his upper lip. so they went to his home and
asked his wife, in the name of her husband, 10 hand over the purses. She asked them to prove that
they had the right man. They told her that the man they entrusted their purses to had eaten lentils
that day. She turned over the purses. When her husband came home. he divorced her {some say, he
killed her). Conciuded the sages, had he washed his hands (and upper lip) after cating, the Rabbis
would not have been able to prove his identity and the divorce (or murder) would not have
happened. It's fascinating that the Rabbis ignore the dishonesty of the man and instead lay blame
with his failure to wash.
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conscquence. T admit, however, that this is my own conclusion. Perhaps the Rabbis did

consider cating treif 1o be as great a transgression as murder. It is impossible to tell on the
face of it which is more serious, and the commentaries within the Bavli do not shed light.
But one Midrash may help us understand.

The Midrash states that the innkeeper who served a Jew non-kosher meat did so
during a time of persecution, when the Jews were being killed for practicing 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 kos/ier meat to the patrons he
recognized as Jewish (because they washed before eating).™ Is it possiblc, according to
this Midrash, that the Jewish patron’s failure to wash before eating is somehow excusable
becausc 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 behavior of the innkeeper? Because accordin g to the halakhah, a Jew is not supposed
to make a living selling non-koesher 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 treif. In the
sugva that gives us the “eating treif® consequence, we are also introduced to the
distinction between the first and second washings, that is, the washing before cating and
the washing that accompanies Birkat Hamazon.

A parallel discussion in a similar part of the Bavli — Chudlin 1054 — raises another

24 Numbers Rabbah 20:21.
25, See. for example, M. Sh 'vi-it 7:3.

Rutual Hand Washing: Can an Anciemt Ritweal Be Grvon Noew M waning? 2|

— -




possible difterence between the tirst and second washings, which might shed light on

how seriously the Rabbis took the obligation to wash before cating:
MNMSD OMWUNT O PIUN 1] PRXY 39 0N PIN 2 XT3N 37 MN
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Rav Idi 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]® is a matter of frec 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 middlc 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 after eating would lead to
divorce or murder. The Rabbis begin by asserting that the first is a mitzvah, while the last

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

lines of today’s idca that a mitzvaf is a “good deed.™ A chovali, on the other hand is
obligatory. So, on first read, we might conclude that, because the seccond washing is 1
required and the first washing isn’t, the consequene of not washing after eating — divorce

or murder — is more serious than the consequence of not washing before — eating treif. !

But at the end of the passage, the Rabbis conclude that both washings arc chovah,

26. The Roman meal had three courses ~ hars o ‘'ocvres. dinner, and dessert. Washings occurred before
the hrors o 'oevres. before the dinner, and before the dessert. The middle washing reters to the
washing after the hors d ocvies but before dinner. A little further on in the Bavii, at Chultin 105b,
the Rabbis clarify that while washing between meat hors d ‘ocvres and a meat dinner or hetween
dairy hrory o ‘ocvres and a dairy dinner is » shut, washing between dairy hors d ‘oevres and a meat
dinner is chovah.
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mcaning that washing before cating, as well as after cating, “must be done.” tf they are of
cqual importance, than perhaps the consequences of not doing them are also of equal

SCrIOUSNCSS.,

Two passages in the Yerushalmi more vividly reflect the distinction between the two
washings and stand in sharp contrast to passages in the Bavli. The two Yerushalmi
passages are virtually identical, and they contain elements similar to those found in the
two Chullin passages cited above. The passage below is from Yerushalmi B rakhot 8:12

(and the similar passage is in Yerushalmi Challah 2:58):
201 OMYUNIIY NIN NN INHN INNTYY MY 1NN MDY D NN
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It was taught in a baraira: {Washing hands with] water before the meal is
a matter of free choice. But afier the meal [washing the hands with water]

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

Regarding the second washing, one does not wait after washing. What
does it mean, to *wash and wait™? Rabbi Yaakov bar Aha said: Wash and

[wait a moment and wash] a second time. Rabbi Shmuel bar 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? Rabbi Yaakov bar Idi

satd: Because {of neglecting] the first washing, he ate treif meat. Because
[of neglecting] the second washing, he divorced his wife. There are 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 chovah. Here,
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the first is 7 'shut and the second is chovah. Neither is referred to as a mitzvah.”” When
Shmuel bar Yitzchak asks how washing before the meal can be # 'shut, Yaakov bar Idi
answers as follows: When someonc failed to wash before eating he ate treif, but when
someone failed to wash after eating, he divorced his wife or caused three people to die.
This scems to imply that the consequence of failing to wash before cating is considered,
at least in the Yerushalmi, to be less severe than the failing to wash after cating. After all,
how could the consequence tor 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 Yerushalmi 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 covercd.

implying “didn’t you wash first?” Shmuel answers, “IN DINOWN,” or “l am of teeble

health/delicate/fastidious in my diet."*® 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 Yerushalmi, the editor writes, “Shmuel
answered: ‘I am sensitive [and even though I washed my hands, I nced to act according to

"

my own habits.]”” The editor puts an affirmative response into Shmuel’s mouth, perhaps
because the halakhah has since developed into a clear obligation to wash before cating.
But the text from the Yerushalmi does not give us such a clcar answer, calling the act of’

washing before cating # 'shut. In the Babylonian community, on the other hand, a fairly

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

27. The identical conclusion is asserted in T. B rakhor 5:13.

28 All possible meanings are found in fastrow, Marcus, Dictionary of the Talmud (Shalom
Publications, 2000): 58.
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consistent about the consequence for failing to do so.

D. N’tilat Yadayim: The Procedure
That one must wash isn’t the only concem of the Rabbis; they also have much to say
about /row to fulfill this requirement.
Onc issue that arises is how much water to use — or more accurately, the minimun ‘r
amount of water that is required. For this question, we find the answer in M. Yadavim |

1:1, which states:
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From a quarter [of a fog]*’ 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] /og, 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 [cleaning]" 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 minimurn amount that
may be shared by two people. If the Rabbis do not require the usc of a large amount of i

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:
2790 TY OMIVRTD NN Y0 IO 2590 TY MMV MNNVYD OOTN
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29. According to the glossary of the Shottenstein Edition of the Talmud. a log is a liquid measure
cqual to the space occupied by six eggs. or 549 cubic centimeires.

30. The washing that accompanies Birkat Hamazon.
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Hands arc rendered clean and unclean to the wrist. How so? If one poured
the first [rinsing] up to the wrist and the sccond [rinsing] beyond the wrist,
[if the water] flowed back to the hand. it is clean. If he poured the first
[vinsing] and the second [rinsing] beyond the wrist, [and the water] flowed
back to the hand, it is unclean. If he poured the first [rinsing] over [only]
one hand and changed his mind and poured the second {rinsing] 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 all
hands].

Ritually washing the hands, according to the halakhal, is not what we think of when
we “wash our hands.” The latter usually involves rinsing the hands to remove obvious
dirt and to moisten them, rubbing soap on them, and then rinsing them again. We are
concerned with hygeine. But in the above mishnah, we learn that ritual hand “washing™ is
quite diftferent. We take a small amount of water, pour it on one hand, let it roll to the
wrist and then back to the hand, and then repeat it for the second hand. This seems to

have nothing to do with hygeine, and seems more likely that is has everything to do with
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ritual puritication.
A second 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: i
DM NPYNY VT IPADY TN DMNYUNT DI 27 N OWUN I XON 37 N ;

TPANY TN VT DO N DI NN NVNT T DALY PN ONINR

129 AN OYTN NN WDV IRON (779D IN DN INN? XY NYND v

XY MNIY NPV DN IDWNDND 07T 200 NI N IINN 92 AN .

SN NPV DHNY NN INIWY NV NI N l

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

before 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 if he eats impure bread, as it is written: “God said,

‘Thus the children of Israel will eat the impure bread, ctc.”™ (Ezekief 4:13).
In this Sotah passage, we learn to raise or lower the hands for the first and second

washings respectively, re-affirming the rolling of the water up to or beyond the wrists.”
Furthermore, 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 detatls of the washing. What about the blessing? I was unable to
find any tunnaitic or amoraic passage that identifics any blessing specifically applied to

washing betore cating. It is quite possible that, orginally, the act was not accompanied by

31. Perhaps the halukhic obligation to lift one's hands when washing them before cating sheds light
on how “natafl” meaning “to lift" eventually came to mean “to wash.” This development is hriefly
discussed in the opening of Chapter 4.
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a blessing - like Shabbar candle lighting. There, the Rabbis used the language of the
Chanukal candie blessing (changing “Chanukah™ to “Shabbar’) when they created the
blessing over the Shabbar candies. Perhaps they did the same for the blessing
accompanying hand washing, using the text of the blessing for washing upon waking.
OYE 12703 7Y ¥, PN DYTR W D20 TR WA » AN TV (it s found in
Bavii B'rakhot 60b, and is discussed more fully in Chapter 2), without having to aiter
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 cvent, many contemporary rabbis point

to a passage from B ‘rakhot 35a to provide guidance on why we say a blessing:™

1972 N2 7t O 1 MY DTNY 19 MOX

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

blessing.

In the mitzvalt 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 God
and to thank God for the bounty we are given. The Talmud indicates that reeiting a
blessing before cating could go a long way toward helping a person achicve his one
hundred blessings per day.

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

Deuteronomy 10:12, “Now, Isracl, what (M) does Adonai, your God, ask of you?™ by

changing nn to Ann, “Now, Isracl, one hundred [things] Adonai, your God. asks of you.”

32. One contemporary interpretation of this passage is that a person must 1ecite a hlessing before
cating. That blessing is the motzi (if the meal includes bread). but hand washing and » 'tifut
yudavim are included because they precede the motzi, as they are considered part of the same
activity — preparing to cat a meal that includes bread.
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Halakhic authoritics note that it is easy to recite onc hundred blessings on a weekday. as

saying the Amidah three times daily accounts for fifty-seven blessings. On Shabbar,
however, reciting the shorter Amidah four times yields only twenty-cight blessings.
Menachot 43b suggests making-up some of the missing blessings on Shabbat by
snacking, which would require the blessing for washing before cating, the blessing on the
food, and the blessing after cating.

Perhaps we can use the above passage from B ‘rakhot to tell us why we are to recite a
blessing, but only if we read back the amoraic reasoning to tannaitic times. Similarly,
because there appear to be no tannaitic or amoraic sources giving the text of the hand
washing blessing said before cating, 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 after eating (Birkhat Hamazon) should be said in
relation to washing after eating. One passage is from the Bavii (B 'rakhot 42a) and one is

from the Yerushalmi (8 rakhot 1:2). First, from the Bavii:
NNV N0 9N 110 MO*IN OV 37 DX WX 11 NN 29 MMINT

1272 O NI o1 NYON AYINGY I
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 ‘ulah.

The blessing [for Birkat Hamazon] should follow the washing of the
hands.

And from the Yerushalmi:
AYNY NIPDDT 921 11 MM WOV PR 12 NIN 1 DY NPV ™ 0T
272 DT N2P0)7 9IN ... AN NYWIY QIN N1 TP NOVIY 9N

MM AN DM YTIP 0T Ny
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Rav Zeira said in the name of Rav Abba bar Jeremiah: Three [things]
should tollow [immediately] and they are: The killing of the sacrifice
should tollow the laying on of the hands. The blessing {for Birkat
Hamazon] should follow the washing of the hands. The ¢ filah should
follow the g 'ulah. ... The blessing [for Birkat Hamazon] should follow the
washing of the hands, {as it is written]: “Lift up your hands to the holy

place and bless the Eternal™ (Psalms 134:2).

Thus we now know the full ritual: We take a certain minimum amount of water, rinsc
one hand and then the other’ up to the wrists while lifting each hand.™ and then we dry
them. Then we recite the blessing. And finally, according to T. B rakhot 5:26, we are
ready to eat. That text reads:

NTIYOY TIND KON O DYV PN

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 about the water and the type of vessel that may be used for the washing. In 14,

Yadayim 1:2, we find the following:

AMTIN DT ONAN DI DWY) DO D aN O TY OV OYDON YO

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

vessels of stone, or vessels of clay.

Quite interestingly, a vessel that we might think of as unclean does nat appear to
transmit uncleanliness to the water that is put into it. Thus, one inay use a vessel made of

any possible material, porous or not, to wash on¢’s hands. But what it one doesn’t have a

33. Starting with either the right or left hand.

34. The fact that we lift our hands when we wash before cating (and drop our hands when we wash
atler cating) - as discussed in Sotah 4b, above, perhaps adds support for the idca that this
Yerushalini passage can be applied to washing before eating.

Ritwal Hand Washing: Can an Ancient Ritual Be Given New Meaning? - 30



vessel for washing? Chudlin 105a tells us the following:
Y252 NUN YPOLD PR OMONINNY Y2 032 DY 122901 1 POV OMMUXD
NOPP WM NN WD ONRD Yi7P 222 DY POV PR 0P 11N

The first washing may be over a vessel or over the ground. The second
washing requires a vessel. Others say: [The second] washing cannot be
over the ground. What’s the difference between these? The ditterence is
twigs.

One does not need a vessel for washing before the meal. But one docs need a vesscl
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.> The concem is that the water, after leaving the hands,
cannot directly hit the ground.”® 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.

In a long discussion, the Rabbis cover both the requirements for the vessel and the
source of the water. How quickly we forget that, in ralmudic times, one did not simply
run to the kitchen sink and fill his “n ‘tilat yadayim " cup in order to wash. Thus we find

tn Chuedlin 107a the following discussion:

N2 INN RYT O*DT NHK POV PROXITT NIDINOND N9 21 N

IO DT DN PIOUN NI NONINRPT NT X230 170 NI KO

35 It might also be more consistent with the Yerushalmi's distinction between r'shut (the first
washing) and chovah (the second washing) than with the Bav/i ‘s conclusion that both are chovah.

36. [ was unable to find any passages indicating w/n- it is impermissible for the water used in the
washing the follows the mcal to touch the ground.
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PNV 193 NI DN OYTN AN N2 2700 39NY GO IPYR OND XT
PN IPINIT 1D PRY DD NIT 0N 0YDY 100 POV PN NPYn 0101
PION PN NI PINN PRY DI NI N PN ODY NN POV
NMINT INY XD TND N NP NI 702 1007 9"UN R0 N DYDY »nn
APHINT NYY 27 7Y NN DIYD TN TAND DY PY0N wamn
NN PN DY IR NIWPYN PR "N NIRNAN PN NIRRT

M NOINTIPTIP NO RIMPWUN 1T RINANY NIDN P2 0N 20 I0NRT

NNPT OWN ONN OIRY NN OIYY YN TN DY POLN oI
WN 20 PPN YT NI NOVY Nij79 97N 2P 11 PPN NNV PN
012 NN PILVN MHPNY NN NN NI N THIHT NI NHD HNna
VPNV NYHY 3NN DT NN PV NIPNY NPIN NONK YN M) NN
DY 0N POLN PR DVIAPHY 9"IR NHPY PY DY 0NN POV

Rav Pappa said: A person must not wash his hands in a canal (or dike)

used for irrigation, because [the water] does not run from human power.”’
But if he 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 trom cracks, he
cannot wash his hands from it. Rava also said: If a vessel does not have a
quarter [/og of water], he cannot wash hands from it. Is this indeed so? For
why did Rava [say]: If a vessel doesn’t hold a quarter, hie cannot wash
hands from it? If it can [hold a quarter], even it it doesn’t [currently] have
la quarter log] in it, [it can be used)? This is not a difficulty. Onc [passage]
refers to one [person] and the other [passage] refers to two [people]. We
have lcarned in a baraita: From a quarter [log], onc person may wash his

hands and even two [may wash]. Rav Sheshet said to Amemar: Are you

37. The Shottenstein Edition of the Talmud explains, “The walter in the dike is supplied by buckets,
which a man fills from a river and empties into the dike, and thence it runs ofF in its course over
fields. It is ... forbidden to dip the hands in the dike because the power of man has already speat
itself at the beginning of the dike and the waters run now of their own impetus,”
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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: About the vessel
and appearance [of the water] he is strict, but about the amount [of water],
he is not strict. We have leamed in a baraita: From a quarter {/og] one
person may wash his hands and even two [may wash]. But this is not so.
There it is different [because the less than a quarter water used by the
second person] comeé from the residuc of purification.™ Rabbi Yaakov of
Nehar 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 inay
be used for hand washing. It has also been taught in a baraita: 1f 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, ¢ven onc for holding water,

is not to be used for hand washing.”

We leam three additional requirements from this long sugva: 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 fill a
vessel with that running water, and then use the water coming from the vessel to properly
perform the mirzvah.”

Sccond, that the appearance of the water matters.”’

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

39. Because sacks and baskets don’t “normally™ hold water.

40. [ do not know from where the requirement of human power comes, but it remains the law today.
In the Kitzur Shulkhan Arukh, for example. law 40:13 reads. “The water must be poured over
one’s hands by “human power.” In contrast, [washing one’s hands] in watere which Hows natueally
15 not considered washing.™

41. I have not found tannaitic or amoraic passages concerning the appearance of the water. Kirzir
Stulkhan Arekh 40:8, however, says, “Water whose appcarance has changed. either because of the
place (where it is contained) or because something has fallen into it. may not be used 1o wash
one’s hands. However, if it changed (naturally) by itsell. the water may be used.” The editor
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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 it the
specific sack or basket was made to hold liquid. On the practical level, perhaps the
distinction is made because hand washing was required by cvery 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 normally hold liquids
for the simple reason that they didn’t want the water to fall out. On another level, 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 Neusner has written about water, purity, and the doctrine of intentionality.
Although his work concems the use of the mikvah in the context of ¢ 'vul yom and parah,

his words could apply here. He writes:

If Israel wishes to attain that status of cleanness that marks the way station
to sanctification, enormous 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 possibic, that transient kind that is all

for now. "

While Neusner’s “pure intentionality™ likely refers to the human activitics, there is no

reason to limit its application. Hand washing before eating is an act of purification

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 fit for a dog to drink from (citing Shulkhan Arukh HoReav 160:1
and Mishnah B rurah 160:3).

42. Jacob Neusner, “Contexts of Purification: The Halakhic Theology of Immersion
Mishunali-Tosefta Tractate Migvaot in the Context of Tractates 7ebul Yom and Parah.” in the
Review of Rabbinic Judaism 6.1 (2003).
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involving watcr 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 cach participate in the ritual in a way that reflects their most pure function or
purposce.

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

temperature. In Clullin 105a-b, we find the following:
PN NON POLY PR DNINN PIXA P2 PHONI P PION ONURY DD
OMNUNTD DD XA AN PRYND PNY DT NN PYSYID PNy Nan
VY ND N Y27 BN GO 12 PR 27BN 1NN P PHNI P PION

NOWY 1112 PIV PN NI NTND PN DIAN N2 NTN0 TN PRY NON

37NN N HNI 2R MNT NN POV PN DININR RPON N2 NNDT
T PR DIN N2 NTA0 THIY NN DY N N Y37 IDN qOP 11 Phxe
AMN YN NTAD POV DY OGN ONMUNIT D700 POV 12 NTHD
[We leamn 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
be 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, but if the hand gets scalded by it,
[they] cannot use it [for the first washing]. Some say [that Rav Yannat's
statement refers] to the end of the baraita: The second washing may be
with only cold [water] but not with hot. Rabbi Yitzchak bar Yoscf said in
the name of Rav Yannai: They taught [that hot watcr is prohibited] only if
the hand would be 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 are 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
so hot that it would scald the hand is no longer classificd as water." Sccond. he asserts in
a sunilar discussion at Shabbar 40b, if the water is so hot, it would likely cause the
person's hand to recoil for fear of being scalded.” If we accept Rashi’s interpretation,
either the person did not wash with water or did not use a sufficient amount of water.
Either way, the ritual washing of the hands before eating would not have taken place.

And so we now understand which procedural aspects of n ‘tilat vadayim 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 by the

Rabbis.

43. He does not indicate what such water has become. Steam, perhaps?

44. Presumably rendering the amount of water used in washing insufficient. This interpretation seems
o contradict the Bavli text, and 8. A., O.H. rejects it. although Magen Aviaham and Mishnal
Berurah accept it [t appears that the halakhal to this day is not scttled on the issue of using very
hot water to ritually wash the hands before eating,
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Chapter 2 - N'tilat Yadayim Upon Waking

As discussed in Chapter 1, after the destruction of the Temple and the end of Temple
sacrifices and offerings, specifically the & 'doshim and the ¢ rumah offerings. the primary
purpose of 1 ‘tilat vadayim eventually became to purify or sanctify oneselt. At some
point. although 1 found no tannaitic or amoraic texts to indicate when, ritual hand
washing was expanded beyond before and after eating. One of the new times a person

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

A. N'tilat Yadayim and Morning Prayers

One portion of the moming prayers Reform Jews refer to as nissim b 'khol yom, the
miracles of everyday. We are fairly certain that the blessings that celebrate nissim b 'khol
vom were originally said in the home, and, at some point later in time were moved to the
synagoguc service — perhaps because people were not saying them at home.™ Why do we
believe that these were originally said at home? B rakhot 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

45, A complete list of when ritual hand washing applies is in the fntroduction.

46, Dr. Yosef Tabory, “The History of Prayer” (Notes from his class lectures given in the Spring of
2000: hip:iiyucs.org/~jyuterinotes/historyofprayer.html), says that Rav Natronai claimed the
b rakhot moved (o the synagogue because a person could not recite any blessings betore he
washed his hands, and the b rakhah associated with hand washing became the Aicksher to say the
other b rakhot. This assumes that the order of the b 'rakhiot in the Talmud (discussed just below)
reflects something close to the original order, with hand washing near the end. but that the ordes
changed when smost of the blessings moved to the synagogue. Tabory would probably disagree
with Rav Natronai's conclusion, given that Tabory states that we should assume that the order off
the h'rakhot in the Talmud is random. Furthermore, Tabory does not say why reciting the
handwashing blessing first led Rav Natronai to conclude that the other blessings had to be <aid in
the synagogue. Tabory suggests that another option would have been to do all the “rising up
actions.” wash the hands, and then recite the many b rakhot. all still white at home. But, he points
out, this would lead to a loss of the connection between the actions and the blessings. precisely
what eventually happened.
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arose. Most of the blessings make up the core of today’s nissim b 'khol vom. Some of the
other blessings are a part of the larger rubric of birkhot hashakhar.

The text of B 'rakhot 60b is as follows:
Y1 NN NTIX Y3 NNNN NN NNV 11 NNDY NRYIONDR MR N0 D
22 NAY TRYY I NTVINNDY DNN NSO TRY INN 2P DN NN
22 127 MAN NVNY NN T THOY NN NTIN 129D NNV PR
3 DN DMNOT MHNYI MNNN N NINN TN MHYIN 22 PIX ONNIYN
121 OY 112 PNIND NP2 MOWD 1M WK THI NI KON NP ynw
PNN TN XD DM N D MY NPI TN XD PNy NNS D YD
QPR TN NIOD PP D OMONY ¥IADN TN NIDPD €AY ¥ DINON
NIJ 9010 Y2 DN DY YIND Y11 TN NDYD RYIND 171N D O2919D
907N DI WYY TIN NI MINDD OMD 2D 120 YTYNN POHN TMA
YN DY NITID 0719 52 NMNM232 SRIY TN TINT N 7mnn TON
VYT WX TN RDY FPIINT OYN D NINOND TN TIDY TN NDYD
IWR TN RDT MYITN PN NI YD THNINT QOUYNND NN PMINDI
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N NPT I AN Y OTND PN 1‘7' TAVNUND N NN PO 1
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DXV OTON 900 "N AN T DIV DPTON MIT0IN)HONIT DI O0¥N

IR INYD
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 lift"’ it from me and will restore it to
me in the time to come. As long as the soul is within me, 1 give thanks
betore You God, my God and God of my ancestors, Master of all worlds.
Lord of all souls. Blessed are You God, who restores souls to dead bodies.
When he hears the voice of the rooster, he says: Blessed [are You] who
gives us the wisdom to distinguish between day and night. When he opens
his eyes, he says: Blessed [are You] who opens the eycs of the blind.
When he straightens and sits up, he says: Blessed {are You] who releases
the bound. When he gets dressed, he says: Blessed [are You] who clothes
the naked. When he stands, he says: Blessed [are 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
fare You] who makes firm the steps of man. When he puts on shoges, he
says: Blessed [are You] who provides for all my needs. When he fastens
his belt, he says: Blessed [are You] 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 (ot his tallir], he
sayvs: Blessed [are You] who sanctifics us with Your commandments and
commands us to wrap ourselves in tzitzitz. When he puts tefillin on his arm,
he says: Blessed [are You] who sanctifies us with Your commandments
and commands us to put on tefillin. When he puts refiflin on his head. he
says: Blessed [are You] who sanctifies us with Your commandments and
commands us to put on zefillin. 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 bonds of sleep from my
eyes and slumber from my cyelids. And may it Your will, God. my God,
that You lead me to Your Torah and attach me to Your commandments.

Do not bring me to the realm of error, nor to the realm of sin, nor to the

47.

Monst transtate this as “take™ rather than “lift.” I use “1ift” to show the word's connection to the
root Y0). which is discussed briefly in the opening of Chapter 4.
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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 cvil person and an evil
friend. Attach me to the good inclination and to a good triend in Your
world. Grant to me today, and everyday, grace, kindness, and merey in
Your eyes and in the eyes of all who see me. Bestow upon me beneficent
kindness. Blessed are You, God, who bestows beneficent kindness upon

Your people Israel.

From this long passage, we learn a few ditterent things. First, that hand washing,
which appears to be a part of person’s ordinary morning routine — just like putting on
onc’s shoes — at some time became a sanctitied act commanded by God. akin to wrapping
oneself in the rzitzir of a tallit. Second, that, at least as far as the 7a/mud is concerned,
ritual hand washing in the morning has a specifically known blessing that accompanics it,
unlike ritual hand washing before and after eating. (See Chapter 1, Section E., for the

discussion on the text of the blessing for n 'tilat vadavim 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 rakhot passage reads:
“Do not bring me to the realm of error, nor to the recalm of sin, nor to the realm of

temptation, nor to the realm of scorn.” The Rabbis use the words *Y12 NI 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 suggest the
“body.” Perhaps this is a subtle recognition by the Rabbis that the hands represent the
parts of the body that “do™ things, including commit errors, commit sin, give in to

temptation, and act with scomn.
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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: committing an error, committing a sin, giving in to temptation. or acting
with scom - 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 feared what might happen if a person’s hands reimained unclean.
They claimed that an evil spirit affected those people whose hands had not been ritually
washed. Several passages reflect this concern. The first is in Yoma 77b (and the nearly

identical text is found in Chullin 107b):
PIPNY NO THMN DM INX DT AUN INYTH N A"IWT NYIN "7 NN
M NNX YT IDNNT NS NOW 710 WNBY DY 1OV NN VN NN
NN DWN MIAN MN VD OVT MNP DINND 1oV

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.™ They said about Shammai the Elder ~
that he did not want to feed [his own child] with [even] onc hand. They
(his colleagues) decreed it upon him [that he must] feed with both hands.
What was the reason [washing was allowed in thesc cases]? Abayce said:

Because of shibb 'ta.

Rashi® identifies shibb 'ta as the evil spirit, somctimes called the bat melech or
“princess” that rests on a person’s hands when he wakes in the morning. ™ It can be

removed only by washing the hands. We do not know what happens it the shibb ta

48, Without fear of violating the prohibition against washing oneself on Yom Kippur.

49. Jastrow. Marcus. Dictionary of the Talmud. concurs with Rashi’s definition.

50. The later Tosafor identify shibh ‘tu not as the hat melech, but as an evil spirit that strikes children
who are four or five years old when they arc fed by someone who did not wash his hands before
feeding, regardless of any previous washing. Once struck by the spint. the children waste away
and dic.
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remains on the hands or why it comes to rest there in the first place. Perhaps a person

who did not remove the shibb 'ta would be in danger of committing an error. committing
a sin, giving in to temptation, or acting with scorn - the very actions the Rabbis praved
each moming that God would help them avoid.

Although the larger context of this Yoma discussion is not germain to the topic of
ritual hand washing before eating (it’s about whether a parent can wash on Yom Kippur
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 why they felt the need to go through ritual purification several times each day.

We find another reference to shibb 'ta in Ta ‘anit 20b, in a discussion between Rava

and Rafram bar Papa conceming the virtues of Rav Huna:
TPYOTTY NDT NHOD D NN 0 7 XNDWT NNDH OMINT XN

AON0Y NOT HWD1HD NT D MmN

And there are some who report: He had a tradition conceming shibb 'ta.
Therefore, he would take a jug of water, hang it, and say: Anyone who

necds [water], let him come and enter so that he will not be in danger.

As the text indicates, Rav Huna was concerned that those who did not wash their
hands to rid themselves of shibb 'ta would be in danger. Of what, he does not say. We can
only guess. Perhaps he, too, is concerned that a person would be in danger of commilting

an error. committing a sin, giving in to temptation. or acting with scorn. Or perhaps. like

the later Tosafor, he is concerned about the danger of contracting illness. This would be
consistent with the third evil spirit-related passage.
In this passage, the Rabbis are discussing medical trcatments of the cye. Their

discussion leads into words about the hands, and atthough 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 108b-109a:
INMIY MT PP TN M2 ATYLOD NIPW MWD NP 20 D NHY
TNV N ON NON NN PY IN NN ROT T2 XV TYNOINTY D NHY
YN 2210 MW PHRNT DDA VT NN NPINY N N N
PN NV NIV NI 227 DWW NI 17 ION 290 M) NN DAY
T AN PN NI ONYIAY PP Y0 ATy DI DT NN MINY
NTIONT TSP IND T XNPN MO T XN DUND T2 NSON Y0
T NODD T NP TP T NP YAV 29T T NN NS T XS
D199 nNYYN T NYWINND

Ravi Yannai sent [a message] to Mar Ukva: Could master sead us some of
the collvria® of Mar Shmuel? He sent [this message back]: I will certainly
send [it] to you so that you will know that [ am not stingy. But Shmuel
[has} said the following: A drop of cold [water in the eyes] in the moming
and washing the hands and feet in warm water in the evening is better than
all the collhria 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
moming and washing the hands and feet [in warm water] in the evening is
better than all the collvria in the world. He (Rabi Mona) would say: A
hand [that is put] to the eye should be cut off.”” A hand [that is put] to the

nose should be cut off. A hand [that is put] to the mouth should be cut
off.™ A hand [that is put] to the ear should be cut off.™ A hand [that is put]

to a lancet puncture’ should be cut oft. A hand [that is put] to the penis

1. Collvria is an eye salve.
52, 1F according to Rashi. he puts the hand to the eye before he washes his bands in the moming. 10 he

hasn’t yet washed, then his hands would still have the bat melech upon them. and the bar melech
causes blindness,

33, 3ecause the bat melech causes polvpus, a foul odor, in the nose or mouth.
54. Recause the hat meleeh causes deafness.
55. From bloed letting, according to the Shottenstein Edition of the Talmud.
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should be cut off.* A hand [that is put] to the anus should be cut oft.™” A
hand [that is put] to the [spiggot of a beer] barrel should be cut oft.™ The
hand causes blindness [if it touches the eyes before being washed in the
moming]. The hand causes deafness [if it touches the cars before being
washed in the morning). The hand generates a po/ypus [if it touches the

mouth or nose before being washed in the morning].

This sugva does not specitically mention the shibb ‘ta or the bat melech, yet Rashi is
certain that the bat melech .was the Rabbis concern. If we assume that the shibb ta and the
bat melech are 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 scom.
Instcad, the unwashed hands could lead to iliness. Note that all the places where the
Rabbis are concerned that a person should not touch before washing are bodily openings
— the cye, 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 harm to enter the body.*® It would seem that purity of the self is inextricably
linked to hygiene, and one can understand what influenced the 7Tosafot 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 melech are two separate concerns.

Not washing the hands in the morning could lead the hands or person toward evil
behavior (the shibb 'ta) and it could lead to diseasc if the hands touch another part of the
56. Because the bar melech would otherwise harm the penis if the hand has not been washed.
57. The concern, according to Rashi, is not that the har melech would hann the anus. but rather. tha
one might touch his eye or ear after touching his anus without washing in between.
5R. Because the bat melech would contaminate the beer and harm anyone who subsequently drinks
beer from the barrel. According to AMfishnah Berurah 4:14, this applies to any toud touched betore
one washes his hands in the moming.
59. For this same reason, the Rabbis caution against touching the spiggot of a beer barrel. The spiggot
is the location in which any contamination would enter the barrct.
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body or something eventually consumed (the bar melech).

If the shibb ta/bat melech sugayot were the only ones that discussed washing in the

morning, it might be reasonable to conclude, given the length and detail of the discussion

in Shabbatr 108b-109a, that the Rabbis were concermed with hygicne. But two other

discussions suggest that the Rabbis did indeed have a spiritual concern. The first one is

trom Shabbat 50b:

MUN 2N MIHN XTI NMNIPY DN OIT NNHOYN 27 NIOR W) WNIN
NYY 27 MNT RAY M NY 920 R 72 DX RWVHD N2 XION M wen
NP0 XY ) DN IONT MT 7D 12 DT 27NV N OW XTI
IV DYV NON TN NN T DTN 1IN0 NOINT NN YD DD 120 7YY
NINT RN D M120 mnﬁ PN NOR MY 572w ON YN 5w
IV D2 MNW DWND MP 2°2¥1 0P 931 YOI YT M9 DTN XYM
NYNY

Amimar, Mar Zutra, and Rav Asi were sitting when barda™ 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 permitted”?
Rav Mordecai answered them: Exclude Mar [Zutra], who holds it is not

[permitted], even on weekdays. His view is as what was taught: One may

scrape off the dirt scabs and wound scabs on his flesh because of the
pain,” but not to beautify himself.** Whose [view] do they adopt? As it
was taught: One must wash his face, hands, and feet daily for his Maker.

as it is said: “God makes cverything for His own purpose™ (Proverbs 16:4).

In this passage, we are told that daily hand washing is for God. Although the root for

60.

Ot.
62.

A cosmetic lotion used as a detergent, mixing aloes. myrtle, and violet, according to Jastrow,
Dictionan of the Talmud.

Caused by the scabs.
Rashi claims that the Rabbis prohibit a man from undertaking any activity that might he
interpreted as feminine behavior, such as beautifying oneself.
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washing in this passage is XN and not 9V, it seems to make little diftference, as both

mean “to wash.™

In a second sugva, we learn perhaps another spiritual reason for washing in the

morming. This one is from B ‘rakhot 14b-15a:
VT IO MO INDY DNY MO N PIY 23 NNIN PN N NN
N NNOY DY MOIN N M DV9NM YO MNP NI POYON M
NN P2P9N MDY PT T0M NN 93 PN OT7 NN NINX 12 NN O
1292 POV M7 NIWI M IND NN POY NYIN DTN YHY NP
N TNAW NN NIIONT Y9I 172 YNIN INOT

Rabi Yochanan said: The one who wishes to accept upon himself the yoke
of Heaven in a’complete manner should [in the morning] relieve himself,
wash his hands, put on ¢ fillin, recite the S/ '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 fillin, and then
recites the S/ ‘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 S/ 'ma. 1t’s unlikely that it refers to a second mormning
washing, given that this one comes right after “relieving himself.” certainly onc of the

first acts a person undertakes after awakening, prior to donning the morning tefillin."

63. According to Jastrow, Dictionary of the Talmud, N\n means “to wash™ and 50 means “to wash the
hands.”

64. The word used here for “my hands,” ¥93, appears in another form in [ Kings 8:22, and. according
to the Shottenstein Talmud commentary, indicates a connection to prayer.

65. According to Rabbi Naftali Hoffner, in his Sefer Halakhah: D 'nei T'khilat Havom, the two main
reasons for washing upon waking are (1) to remove the rv ‘ach hatuma, or *unclean spirit,” that
attaches itself to a person during the night and remains on the fingertips upon waking, and (2) to
prepare to recite Sk 'ma. The distinction between the two isn't always so clear. For example, the
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In a highly cryptic discussion in B ‘rakhot 22a, the Rabbis are concerned that the

Palestinian community seems to have abolished the requirement of washing the hands.
They elaborate as follows:
NOON VTNAT ININR UMY NTON 277 R 2 XMDMOID MPOI IONRT NN
NMDY YTV
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.*

So we now have three possible reasons why the Rabbis made ritual hand washing
beforc 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 Sk 'ma (and perhaps other prayers).

C. N'tilat Yadayim Only in the Morning?

Ritual hand washing in the morning so clearly became the norm during talmudic
times that the Rabbis actually contemplated the possibility that washing in the moming
could double for other washings during the day. We find in Chullin 106b-107a the
following:

AN DD DPN D 1DY NN IMINY YTHORY AN DTN YUN 21 1R
W N IO MDY NIT NN 1N MIWT NNPO NI NPAN 2N

PN PRTN AYPIOIMNT XN XDY X102 798 NNNY X198 109

PNTA NPV XOW 129N MIINT NN 27T NOI9 N PRATH MYV NOY

Rosh. in his commentary at B ‘rakhot 9:23, says that “because ones hands are in constant motion.
even when one sleeps, and it is inconceivable that they did not come into contact with unclcan
parts of the body during the night. the Sages instituted a b ‘rakhah (referring to the one associated
with band washing) before a person recites the S/ 'ma and prays.”

66. Apparently, Rav Hisda felt that onc 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 for
prayer arrived.
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AT WY M)
Rav said: The person may wash both of his hands in the moming and
declare for himself [that the washing renders his hands clean tor the
purposcs 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], thercfore you may wash your hands
in the morning and declare for yourselves [that your hands are clean for
cating] for the entire day. There are those who say: In a time when there is
a dire need, yes fone may wash in the morning and have it cover the meals
tfor the day], 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] of Rav.”

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.”

D. N'tilat Yadayim in the Morning: Procedural Concerns
Unlike hand washing before eating, hand washing in the moming did not seem to
generate much talmudic discussion, especially concerning procedural questions. Perhaps
issucs such as how actuélly to wash, the vessel, and the water were understood to be

covered by the rules covering hand washing before {or even after) cating. We will never

67. The halakhah today is mostly in accordance with the more lenient ruling of Rav, See, for example.
Sd. OH 164:1.

6R%. As [ state in the /ntroduction, the halakhah now requires a person to wash his hands in nine
everyday situations, as well as before cating the parsley during the Passover seder and before
reciting Birkat Hakohanim (this latter situation being limited to priests). In doing research for this
thesis. 1 came across talmudic references to washing before eating, washing after cating, washing
upon awakening. and washing before reciting the Sh 'ma. four of the nine everyday situations. | am
not sure why the Rabbis contemplated the moming washing to cover a day's worth of pre-meal
washes. but not the other everyday stituations. I am not certain when the five other everyday
snuations became halakhic obligations (and thus whether they were omitted from the discussion in
the above Chullin passage because they were not yet required or for some other reason),
Rescarching this question is beyond the scope of this thesis.
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know tor certain.

One procedural question unique to washing in the moming (before praying) is
discussed by the Rabbis. The question is what to do it 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 rukhot
15a:

D MNY RITWHHD KANT P NINY N M %N NI X131 7Y IR
MAY 1Y N FPROPI NIND I9Y VT PN NPT IR O PRY
NTON 29 RATOPINT TN DO 2N 1732 OO0 NN N M NP
AN YNY MNP DM M RMDN YTV KON ITNNT INDN UMD
WPON IPINND DIN PP DM NM NDID TY NN TN TN NYOND

NN DN NG XN NPT XIN DM WN N O

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 S/ 'ma.
But for the Amidah he must go after [water to clean]. How far? Until a

parsah."’ 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 mi/, he must go back [to the

water].
In the first part of this passage, we leamn that it is acceptable to use something other
than water to ritually wash. A young student who taught that if one does not have water

he can wash with earth, pebbles, or chips of wood is cited for his proper ruling. Beyond

09. A parsah is equal to four mil, or between two and a half and thiee miles,
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the first part of the passage, however, it is not clear if the Rabbis are discussing the
morning washing. It seems more likely that this passage is a compilation of a series of
separate rulings. The first ruling provides an alternative for the person who has no water
for washing. Next, we find a series of statements regarding washing before prayer. the
Sh'ma and the Amidah, and whether or not a person should travel to find water for
washing. Finally. we switch to another topic — the location of the water (bchind the
person or in front of him) and how far he must travel in which direction to get to the
water,”

The other procedural issue to arise is whether or not ong is allowed to wash his hands
and recite the & rakhah in the bathroom.”" 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:

AT POINDI MNIN N FORT 32 DY GRINDIT INDD N2 NN NI DN

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 holc itself

7). The later laws in thi passage probably have nothing to do with the moring washing. | reach this
conclusion because the current Aclakhah regarding how far to travel in the moming before
washing one's hands has nothing to do with traveling a parsah or a mil. or whether the water is
hehind a person or in front of him. Today’s law prohibits a person from walking more than four
amaot. approximately six to eight feet. The law regarding the amot is not mentioned in the Tulmud
or in other early halakhic sources. It is first mentioned in the 13th century by the Rashba. in his
commentary on B ‘rakhot 25b (in a different context).

71. The halakhah generally prohibits one from reciting a b ‘rakhah in the bathroom. with a number of
exceptions. For example, it clearly would be permissible to wash and say the b rakhali in the
washroom of a “*Victorian bathroom.™ where the tub and sink are in one room and the toilet is in
another, If all three fixtures are in the same room, however, some modern scholars prohibit
person from reciting the b rakhah while he is still in the bathroom: others penmt it as long as he
puts dewn the toilet seat cover first.
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which was on a slant so that the excrement would roll down into the hole.™ Thus, he
concluded. that Rava was saying it would be permissibie to wash one’s hands and recite

the b ‘rakhah in the “Persian toilet™ room because any excrement would not be present.
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Chapter 3 — N'tilat Yadayim Before Eating in a New Context: The Role of
Communal Silence

As discussed in Chapter |, the current halakhah requires that once a person washes
his hands before cating, he remains quiet until he recites the Motzi and eats the bread.
The simplest explanation is that hand washing and the Morzi are two parts of the same
action — sanctification betore eating. One reason that the two are linked has to do with the
order in which the & rakhot are recited and the actions are done.

Normally, the b ‘rakhah connected to a mitzvah precedes it. But with n tilat vadayvim,
the b ‘rakhah is made after the action because a person cannot make the b 'rakhah
beforehand if his hands are dirty.” Thus, the order of the entire ritual is to (1) wash the
hands. (2) recite the blessing of n ‘tilat yadayim, (3) recite the blessing of the Motzi, and
(4) cat a piece of bread. If one speaks at any time between washing and cating, then a
break in the ritual would occur, and one would have to repeat the entire process. On this
law, the Shulkhan Arukh 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 (if he

must): if he speaks about anything else, he must repeat the entire process.”

No matter which interpretation we accept, the halakhah 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 Yadayim in Communal Settings

When I have been at gatherings with Jews of all denominations and we have a meal

72, SALOH 15811,
3. S.A. 0.0 167:6.
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together. ™ 1 have noticed that the “hand washing™ station is often near the beginning of
the food linc. Not only does the table contain a bowl of water, a vessel for washing, and a
towel for drying. but a plate of bread as well. Atter an individual ritually washes, he
immediately (and privately) recites the Morzi and eats some bread. Then he gets in the
food line, and chats away with people around him. The point is that he quickly does what
is required of him halakhically, and then he returns to the group. his absence having .
barely been noticed.

When I have been at gatherings of Reform Jews and we have a meal together, the
ritual preceding the eating is very different. On Shabbat, 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 challah. 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 traditionally observant Jew washing and reciting the Morzi on
his own. or the Reform community reciting the Motz together — the silence is lost. In the
former situation. the person does the actions and recites the blessings so quickly that
there's no real time to ponder the silence. In the second situation, hand washing and the
silence hetween it and the Motzi are not a part of the community minhag, so no onc is

aware of the absence of silence.

74. Ax I have been often, in gatherings, for example, of Wexner Heritage Foundation participants, off
Wexner Graduate Fellows, and of CLAL rabbinic intems.
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B. Jews and Silence

In general, 1 don’t believe that Jews *“'do silence™ terribly well, especially not in
worship or ritual. We are a people of words. We are created in the image of God™ and the
first thing God did was speak.” While I have not undertaken any scientific study of Jews
and silence,” 1 have observed many different communities during worship and communal
gatherings. Rarely are we given — or do we take - time for silence.™

Last summer, after [ 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.” 1 asked congregational clergy to sharc 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. [ 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.”™ Some clergy described how congregants would start squirming
if the silence during the Amidah seemed “too long.” Another group of clergy

acknowledged that a very short silent prayer during the Amidali was the norm in the past.

75, Genesis 1:27. " And God created adam (human) in God's image.”

76. Genexis 1:3, God said: “Let there be light.”

77. Rabbi Jeffrey K. Salkin has told me through private correspondence that he is researching the
question of Jews and silence.

78. {L.ast fall. | was speaking with an Orthodox rabbi, and shared with lim my thesis topic. He was
intrigued. especially when [ told kim what | was doing for Chapters 3 and 4. Then he chuckled and
said. “You know, it’s not only Reform Jews who have a problem with silence. Why do you think
we Orthodox mumble our way through the “silent”™ parts of davening? Sifence drives us crazyv!”

79. This is the email listserve for all elumni of HUC-JIR, regardless of ycar or program.

R0). Rabbi Myra Soifer.
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but that they have undertaken special efforts to change the climate. Some have made
changes through language. changing “silent™ prayer to “private™ or “individual™ prayer,
cemphasizing the time for personal communication with God. Others. once a year or more
often, sermonize about the role of silence and personal prayer.

Others simply have increased the time for silent prayer, from thirty or forty-tive
seconds (a commonly mentioned length of time) to as long as “a few minutes.” A few
rabbis 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 scttings, 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, mostly
older rabbis ordained some time ago,“’ 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 traffic
noises.”™

We are 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
staps. When the stlence takes over, we become frantic, trying to find a scat, knowing that

the game has been set up deliberately so that one person will be left standing, and ejected

81. I did not say ordained or invested because none of the cantors who responded stated this position.
, 82. Rabbi Samuel M. Stahl.
i 83. Rabbi Raiph D). Mecklenburger.
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trom further participation,
One of the most insightful comments came from a cantor who wrote:

A more basic issue is not so much how we deal with silence, but how
Reform Jews approach the whole notion of personal prayer. I have seen
time and time again, from little minyvanim to big biennials, that we/they are
drawn in to — often powerful — worship with communal readings, songs.
and Hebrew chants: but when the leader cuts the cord and lets people oft
into their own personal prayer space it is for many akin to drifting in a
boat without a paddle. Personal prayer is much more than silence. ... It
may involve reading, davening, meditation, silent prayer, or daydreaming.
It may involve vocalized chanting or rcading, recitation of memorized
prayers, in some cases crying. My point simply is, most of our
congregants 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.*
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 about 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 Reforim Jews may feel in performing
rituals. When one does not have any experience in perforing a ritual, the
person may feel reluctant to do so in a public setting for fear that he/she
may be doing it incomrectly or for fear that he/she may be viewed (even if

98§

doing it correctly) as “becoming Orthodox.

With all this in mind, [ began to think about when Reform Jews come together to

84, Canog Jetf Klepper.
%3, Rubbs Fred V. Davidow.
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share a meal. and what kinds of silence-related rituals prior to cating might be introduced.
At first. 1 considered a congregational Shabbar dinner, Passover seder, or even annual
dinner-dance. But then 1 began to envision more problems than not with attempting to
introduce rituals in these settings. 1 eliminated the seder becausc it already includes two
washings as a part of the rite; adding a third would only be contusing and redundant. In
addition, adding time for silence during a communal seder tollowing 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 (kavanah) to the event. Furthermore, people in attendance often 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 sce 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
same problems as the dinner-dance, especially the lack of kavanah inherent in American
festive meals. (I would guess that most people bring their kavanah to the worship, not the
meal.) But. | cannot imagine writing rituals to be used when members of a Reform
congregation come together for a meal, and not including a Shabbar dinner. And so. the
first ritual [ present in this chapter is for a congregational Shabbat dinner.

But one ritual felt insufficient. So [ challenged mysclf to consider other times when it
might be possible to suggest a new ritual involving communal silence to a group that

comes together to share a meal. [ came up with three: a chavuralt’s monthly havdalal
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and dinner get together; a Rosh Chodesh group’s monthly dinner and study session; and a
youth group’s monthly pizza-dinner program. These are small(er) groups that come
together for a specitic purpose. The members generally already share the same goal, and
would be amenable to using a ritual to enhance it. Furthermore, these groups come
together regularly; rituals require time and practice for people to become comfortable
with them.

In the rest of this chapter, I ofter tfour different rituals for when various members of a
synagoguc 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 Reform Jews, it
probably will be new.) What makes these rituals truly new, however, is that | proposc
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 silence so that no one
starts fidgeting, gossiping, or feeling like the silence is “too long.”

D. N'tilat Yadayim, Silence, and the Congregational Shabbar 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 Shabbar experience. On
average, approximately fifty to seventy-five people attend cach dinner. In imonths when
the dinner has a special theme connected to it - such as honoring founding members,
saying goodbye to a cherished staft person, or celebrating the tenth graders becoming

confirmands - attendance is usually higher, ranging trom one¢ hundred and twenty-five to
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one hundred and fifty. At least onc clergy person attends, along with some hoard
members or other lay leaders.

Although the people joining together for the dinner and the services tollowing may
have a myriad of reasons for attending, all are there to experience Shabbat 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 sort of “slow motion.”
Lven if we must run errands on Shabbat, we can still experience Shabbat by driving more
slowly, walking when possible, greeting each person cncountered 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 stow down, and to move toward experiencing Shabbat
menuchah, Shabbat rest.

Dinner is arranged buffet style. Each table is set up as I described in the introduction
to this chapter - a set of candles on the table, and wine and a roll or piece of challah 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 Kiddus/ cup filled with wine, and a loaf
or two of challah. The leaders lead the candle blessing and Kiddush, or invite someone
from the room to do so. As these b ‘rakhot are recited in the front, one person from cach
table lights the candles, and then each person takes his or her glass of winc and joins in
the Kiddush.

After the Kiddush, the following passages are read aloud around the room, as each
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table designates a reader. (For very large gatherings, these readings should be done

around cach table, rather than around the room.)"

Communal Readings

On the seventh day God, finished the work that God had been doing, and God
ceased on the seventh day trom 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 creation.”

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 diffcrent from the other six days of the week. It is a timc 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.”®

God created tranquility, ease, peace, and quiet on the first Shabbat because
menuchal required its own act of creation. Each Shabbat, we re-create that
menuchah, a refreshment of body and soul.*

Our Rabbis tell us too: “Make your Shabbat conversation different from your
conversation on weekdays. Make your Shabbat walking different from your
walking on weekdays.” Let us speak in ways that do not detract from the
tranquility of Shabbat; let us walk as if we have all the time in the world.

In days past, our ancestors prepared for Shabbat by visiting the mikveh, the
community bath. They did not seek to purify themselves, but rather, they sought
to separate themselves from the week gone by. Tonight, as we welcome Shabbat.

we too, will bring ourselves to water.

86. These paragraphs. together with some later “thoughts on how to *be’ in the silence™ or
“meditations to consider during the silence,” would be typed up in advance with copies made for
cach pesson. This would be the case for all four ritual settings proposed in this chapter.

R7. Crenesis 2:2-3.

R&. Rashi’'s commentary on Genesis 2:2.

89. Genesis Rabbah 10.9.

90. Shabbat 113h. | 13a.
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Our tradition teaches that before we eat a meal, we pour water over our hands
to ritual cleanse. Let us wash our hands this evening to separate them from the
activities that kept them busy all weck.

According to tradition, we wash by pouring water from a cup or bowl — not by
running our hands under a sink faucet. As we seek to separate ourselves from
daily activities, let us begin 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 are ready to recite the Morzi together. During the silence, let us
recall this passage trom / 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; 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 'mamah dakah, a quiet

small voice.”

Washing the Hands

Around the room are several washing stations — perhaps even one station per table. At
cach station. placc a vessel that can hold water, and paper towels for drying. Each table
of people form a line at the washing station nearest to that table. One by one, cach person
fills the vessel and 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 communitics, once is sufticient. 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 Kings 19:11-12.
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people.
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:

OV YD) DY M) PNV DYTP WK TZYD TR WY 2 NRN T2
Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, asher kid 'shanu

b 'mitzvotav v'tzivanu al n'tilat yadayim.

Blessed arc You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World. who sanctifics

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 does 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™
[Exodus 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 for
sanity, for freedom from the omnivorous monster that eats at our soul and robs us
of our family, our friends, and the gentleness in us.

On Yom Kippur, the Haftarah from the prophet Isaiah concludes: ““If you refrain
trom trampling the Sabbath, from pursuing your business on My holy day; if you
call the Sabbath a delight and call the holy day honorable, it you honor it and go
not your own ways nor look to your own affairs nor pursue your business nor
speak thercof. then shall you delight yourself in the Eternal and 1 will feed you
with the heritage of Jacob™ [/saiah 58:13-14). For the Sabbath to be a delight, it must
20 beyond lighting the candles, reciting Kiddush, and blessing the challah. I the
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table talk is filled with the making of “deals™ or of a “killing™ in the market, the
challah turns hard and dry. If the table talk is ascerbic, sarcastic, and tull of
gossip. or speaks to the children only of their progress in school and not ot their
hopes and dream, the Kiddush wine turns sour. If there is shouting at the Sabbath
table, the candles are extinguished.

Judaisin asks for equilibrium. The Sabbath is a declaration of a truce, an armistice
for the sake of our liberation. We are lopsided, out of kilter. 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 biil 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 Shabbat, we can begin to take back control of our lives. The Sabbath is our

time: the home is our place.”
When Everyone Has Washed, Return to the Table and Sing
P 0PI M ONVTY NAYD N NIVYY ,NIYD NN ONTY? M3 1Y)
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V- sham ‘ru v'nei visra-cil et hashabat la-asot et hashabat, l'dorotam b 'rit

olam. Beini uvein b 'nei visra-eil ot hi 'olam, ki sheishet vamim asah

adonai et hashamavim v'et ha-aretz, uvayom hash 'vi-i shavat vavinafash.

92. This entire meditation comes from Schulweis, Harold M., “Screnity 1.ost - and Found.” in Elkins,

Dov Peretz. ed.. A Shabbat Reader: Universe of Cosmic Jov (UAHC Press. 1998): 99-100,
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The people of Israel shall keep the Sabbath, observing the Sabbath in
every generation as a covenant for all time. It is a sj gn forever between Me
and the people of Israel, for in six days the Eternal God make heaven and

carth, resting on the seventh day.
Finally, Pray Together

"’.—13;30-1):;:_1 D37 PDION I WION) MION
Eloheinu veilohei avoteinu v imoteinu r'tzei vim nukhatein.

Our God, and God of our ancestors. may You be pleased with our rest.

NN 10 0N NONIND DFIEN TN W » NN T3
Baruch atah adonai elohcinu melekh ha-olam, hamotzi lckhem min
ha-aretz.
Blessed are 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 mectin g for some
time. Perhaps they first came together when their children were young to support cach
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 are now
grown, out of the house or away at college. The chavural continues to mect, but 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 mect
anywhere from six to twelve times a year, usually on a Saturday night, rotating among
members’ homes. They begin with a common exercise: learning, sharing, or just being,

They have dinner together, and when the sun sets, they make /avdalah.

93. This prayer is part of the traditional Shabbar Amidah.
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This ritual begins just as the chavurah is ready to eat 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 casc of buftet meal). Everyone focuses on

the table before them, and, going around the tabie, members of the chaviral take tums
reading the following, perhaps paragraph by paragraph:

Communal Readings

The Jewish dinner table is ofien 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 aitar of stones. Do not build
it of hewn stones, for by wielding your tool upon them you have protaned
them.”” Martin Buber teaches: “The altar of the earth is the altar of silence, which
pleases God beyond all else.”

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 form, making us malleable, dissolving some of
the rigidity of who we are. It allows us to decide who we want to be when we
come out of the water. The water changes us, ncither by washing away something
nor by letting something soak into us, but simply by softening us so that we can

remold ourselves into a different image.”’

94. Exodus 20:22,

95. BRuber. Martin, Ten Rungs: Collected Hasidic Savings (Carol Publishing Corporation, 2001): 30.
96. Based on a Chassidic teaching of Rav of Chernobyl.

97. Based on a teaching of the faculty of CLAL. the Center tor Jewish Leadership and Leaming.
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Tradition specifies that, for ritual washing, the water must be poured over the
hands by human agency, not by machine or faucet. The point is that awakening
consciousness cannot be accomplished by mechanical means. Pouring is usually
done personally, but it can be done by another as a mark of friendship.”

As we pause to wash our hands, let us remain silent until we have all finished

and are ready to recite the Morzi together. During the silence, let us recall this

passage trom / Kings.

God called to Elijah to stand where Moses had stood generations carlier, 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; but God was not in the earthquake. After the carthquake — a
fire; but God was not in the fire. And after the fire - kol d 'mamah dakah, a still

C 9k
small voice.

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 chavural form 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. (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 cach hand twice. In most places,
people wash cach hand three times. Why? Ancient Jews often belicved 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

people.

98. Greenberg. Irving, The Jewish Wayv: Living the Holidars (Simon & Schuster, 1988): 170,
99. ] Kings 19:11-12.
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Afier 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:
0V NP0 DY NN, PIYNI VYT W DZIWND 210 WION 2 RN N2
Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, asher kid 'shanu
b 'mitzvotav v 'tzivanu al n'tilat yadayim.

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who sanctities

us through Your commandments and commands us to wash our hands.

One thoughttul touch is to refill the vessel for washing after you are done so that it is
ready tor 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.'™ You might also want to cxperiment with visualization.
One accomplished Jewish meditator and teacher offers the following suggestions:"”"

« lmagine yourself in the presence of someone you consider a great 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
spontancously without mental editing.

« Visualize standing in the heavenly court. You must discover why you are there.

There is a prosecuting attorney and a defending attomey. Which side are you on?
Who else is in attendance? Let the case proceed. State 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

100.Davich, Victor N., & Minute Meditation: Quict Your Mind. Change Youwr Life. (Perigee Books.
2004): 78.

101.Cooper, David A Silence, Simplicity and Solitude (Skylight Paths Publishing. 1999): 198-199.
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person you are about to meet is extraordinary. You get close enough to see 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

Life as we know it is based on water; without water, nothing can survive. As
different as humans are from one another and from other forms of life, we all have
this in common: we depend on water for our life. As we have Jjust purificed
oursclves with water, may we be reminded of our link to every living creature.
For water’s purifying power is bound up in its essence: it is mavim chayim, living
water, the water of life,'”

Finally, Pray Together
T 53 2Y NI NiaY MY N3 D27 Jon WON » NAN T3
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Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, borei n 'fashot rabot

v'khesronan al kol mah sh'baratah | ‘hakhayot bahem nefesh kol khai.

Baruch khai 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 are You, the Life of the Universe.

WD 10 0N %D OPIYH 791 WY PN TN
Barucel atah adonai eloheiny melekh ha-olam, hamotzi lekhem min
ha-aretz,
Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who brings
forth bread from the carth.

1(2.Based on a teaching of the faculty of CI.AL..

103. Although this is the traditional blessing recited after cating a smatl meal. or a meal that dees not
include bread or wine, [ included it before the meal as it fits thematically with the frrun that
immediately precedes it.
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F. N’tilat Yadayim, Silence, and the Rosh Chodesh Group

This ritual contemplates a congregational Rosh Chodesh group™ that comes together
cach month to study. share a meal, and provide emotional and spiritual support for one
another. During my years at HUC-SIR, [ have had the opportunity to facilitate a number
of ditferent symagogue Rosh Chodesh groups. 1 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 1 asked the women what they wanted to learn that year, they said something to the
ctfect of: “We don’t care what we study. We care about creating a space in which

everyonc feels welcome and included.”

The women sit in a circle. Either they have already studied and are ready to eat, 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.™"” For this, we are greatly valued. As it

says in Scripture, “A woman of distinction, who can find her? She is more

104. Rosh Chodesh is the monthly holiday that celebrates the new moon. and. hence, the new Jewish
month. In rabbinic times, this holiday was given to woman, according to midrashic literature. as a
reward for not participating in the sin of the golden calf. Traditional ways to celcbrate Rosh
Chodesh are to retrain from work and to participate in study. Jewish feminists reclaimed Rovir
Chodesh celebrations in the 1970s. While few, if any, women take the day off from work. in many
congregations, once a month, usually around the time of the new moon, women do come together
for study and friendship.

105 Wisdom of hen Sirach 15:3; Joshua ben Sirach was a Jew who lived in the second century BCE, in
Alexandria. Egypt. The Wisdom was written in Hebrew and translated into Greek by his grandson.
His words are not in the Hebrew Bible. however, they are quoted in Talmud and other works of
rabbinic hiterature. The Hisdom of ben Sirach was canonized by the Roman Catholic and Fastemn
Orthodox churches, and appears in their holy scriptures.
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precious than rubies.™'®

The impulse that we have to nourish through food retlects God’s desire that
people be cherished. We see that food equals love because it retlects a measure of
truth. There is an emotional quality to eating. Food gives pleasure.

Let us transform our desire to nurture others into a spiritual exercise before we
cat. A spiritual-healing approach to food is rooted in three areas: b ‘rakhot,

""" and s ‘udah, “food as celcbration and

“blessings.” kashrut, “dietary laws,
pleasure.” Together, they make the everyday act of eating an essential part of'a
spiritual path."™

For this healing, we call on the mayim chavim, the living waters that toliowed
the Israelites in the desert while Miriam was alive. According to tradition, on the

sccond day ot 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 are told, “Silence is to anger

what water is to fire.”'”

Washing the Hands
If the Rosh Chodesh group meets in individual homes, then the host places the vesscl

and a hand towel for drying next to the kitchen sink. If the group meets at the synagogue,

106, Proverhs 31:10.

107.0r perhaps a more Reform interpretation. such as mindful cating.

108. These two paragraphs are adapted from Strassfeld. Michael, 4 Book of Life {Schocken Books.
2002).

109.Raymond Beyda at www.torah.org/learning/reflections/classes/reflection-29. html. He tells the
story of a rabbi who was counseling a couple who constantly argued. He gave them a bottle of
water and told them it was special water called “shafom water,” One spouse asked. “How do we
use it? Where do we sprinkle it?” *“You don't sprinkie it,” he replied. “Whenever you arc about to
scream at your spouse in anget, fill your mouth with this sha/om liquid and hold it in your mouth
for ten seconds before swallowing. By the time you are able to scream you probably will calm
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.

and some paper towels. For a Rosh Chodesh group, the ideal vessel to use for hand

washing is a Miriam’s cup.'"

The members of the group form a line at the sink or by the table. One by one, cach
person fills 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 left. In some Jewish communities, the
washing is repeated one or two more times. With the Rosh Chodesh 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:
DT NPPVY 2Y MY PRI VYT WX DY) TR WHON 7 PN PN
Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, asher kid 'shanu
b’mitzvotav v'tzivanu al n'tilat yadavim.
Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who sanctifics

us through Your commandments and commands us to wash our hands.

One thoughtful touch is to refill the Miriam’s cup after you are 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, sustcnance, and love from God
and cach other, mindful of the words of the Talmud, “the best medicine of all is

. . . . . o W il

silence. For if a word is worth onc coin, silence is worth two. !

We seek to heal ourselves from whatever ails us ~ be it physical, emotional, or

110.This is a goblet, now often used during the Passover seder. 1o bring the presence of women to the
ritual. During the seder, the story of Miriam and her well is told, and all present fill 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 to become renewed and healed.

11 Megillah 18a.
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then, in advance of the meeting, they set out on a tabic a large bowl of water, the vessel.
and some paper towels. For a Rosh Chodesh group, the ideal vessel to use tor hand
washing is a Miriam's cup.'"
The members of the group form a line at the sink or by the table. One by one, cach
person fills 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 left. In some Jewish communities, the
washing is repeated one or two more timnes. With the Rosh Chodesh group, cach
participant washes as many times as she feels the need.

After washing, lift the hands and let thc water roll down to the wrists. Then dry the

hands and recite the traditional blessing for hand washing:

DT N2P0) OY M) NN DY WK DZIV7 170 I0N N NHN PN

Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, asher kid 'shanu
b’'mitzvotav v 'tzivanu al n 'tilat vadayim.
Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who sanctifies

us through Your commandments and commands us to wash our hands.

Onc thoughtful touch is to refill the Miriam’s cup after you are 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 all is

. R . . . . N9 B}

silence. For if a word is worth one coin, silence is worth two.

We seek to heal oursetves from whatever ails us — be it physical, emotional, or

0. This is a goblet. now often used during the Passover seder, to bring the presence of women to the
ritval. During the seder, the story of Miriam and her well is told, and atl present §ill their own
water glasses with water from Miriam’s cup, or pour water from their water glasses into the
Mirtam’s cup. symbolicalty helping one another to become renewed and healed.

1V Megillah | 8a.
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spiritual ~ as did the Psalmist, who said, “Be stil! and know that I am God.™"?

* Imagine yourself in the presence of someone you consider to be 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 by God. What does it fecl
like? What can you do to hold on to that feeling?

+ Call to mind the words or melody of a picce of music that lifts your soul and
brings your comfort. Close your eyes and hum the melody or sing the words to
yourself.

When 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 challah.'"”

TR0 YD DI PP ARNNY DY TR0 TN » NN T3

Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, shehekheyanu v'kiy 'manu

v higi-anu lazman hazeh.

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who gives us

life, who sustains us, and who brings us to this time.

XD 10 0N NXOXINN 0210 T2R WTON » NRN TN
Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, hamotzi lekhem min
ha-aretz.
Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who brings

forth bread from the earth.

112 Pealm 46:10.

f13.Adapted from Kula, Irwin and Ochs. Vanessa L., The Book of Jewish Sucred Practices: CLAL s
Guide to Evervday Holiday Ritwals and Blessings (Jewish Lights Press, 2001): 17.
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G. N'tilat Yadayim, Silence, and the Youth Group

This ritual contemplates a congregational senior youth group'" that comes together
cach month for a pizza dinner program. While 1 would not normally suggest a new ritual
tor a group of teenagers. | do so in this case for three reasons. First, much of the
thnovation and creativity in worship and ritual that has made its way into our
movement'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 tor the youth group has them focus on the dangers of gossip and hurtful specch.
We arc all well aware of the pressures on teens to conform, and the unfortunate cruel

strcak 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 are placed on tables in the middle of the room. The teens form a circle around the

tables.

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 compiex thoughts, intricate

emotions, and deep, philosophical ideas.

Have we done something significant with this gift from God? Have we used it
tor its ultimate good? Or have we used it to destroy, malign, denigrate, and
scparate people from one another?'"*

In the Midrash, Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel had a servant named Tabi. He told

him to go to the market and buy some good meat. So Tabi went out and bought

114 . High school students.

1 15, These two paragraphs are from Palatnik, Lori. with Burg, Bob, Gossip: Ten Pathways to Eliminate
it From Your Life and Transform Your Sowd (Simcha Press, 2002): 14,
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him a tongue. Then he told him to go out and buy some bad meat. Again, Tabi
bought a tongue.

When Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel asked Tabi why he bought tongue both
times, the servant replied, “Because from the tongue comes good, and from the
tonguc comes bad. When it is good, nothing is better; when it is bad. nothing is
worse.”'"

This story of Tabt the wise servant reminds us of this lesson from the book of
Ecclesiastes: “There is a time to keep silent and there is a time to speak.™""’

As we prepare to cat this meal, let us take some time to wash our hands. When
we 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

carlier in the day.'"®

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 form 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 ¢ach hand.
In some coinmunities, once is sufficient. Others wash each hand twice. In most places,
people wash each hand three times. Why? Ancient Jews often belicved 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

people.

116.Leviticus Rabbah 33:1.
117 Ecclesiastes 3:7.
| 18.Based on a Chassidic teaching of Rav of Chernobyl.
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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:

DT TIPV) 7Y M) PN WY TR WK 02D TR WIDN 2 NN T3
| Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, asher kid 'shanu
b'mitzvotav v'tzivanu al n 'tilat yvadayim.

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovercign of the World, who sanctifies

us through Your commandments and commands us to wash our hands.
One thoughttul touch is to refill the vessel after you are donc 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 becausc of
something that was said to you? Rewrite the conversation, changing the words
that were hurtful, painful, insulting, untrue, or otherwise bothersome. Bring the
tace 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

[re]having it for real. What would that take? Is it worth the effort? If you would
rather not redo it for real, how else can you mend the hurt that came from the

interaction?

When Everyone Has Washed, Return to the Table and Recite Together

A certain peddler would wander among the towns, calling out, “Who wishes

PR

to buy the elixir of life?”" All the people would assemble before him, eager to buy.
The peddler pulls out the book Psalms and reads verses 34:12-13: “Who is the
one who yearns for life?”
TR NITHN NIV YN I 1Y) O
Elohai n‘tzor {'shoni meira us 'fatai midabeir mirmal.

{The one who says], “my God, guard my tongue from speaking evil and
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my lips from deceitful speech.”!"

XD 12 DN NOXIDD DIYY TN WIDOR » AN P
Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam, hamotzi lekhem min
ha-aretz.
Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovercign of the World, who brings

forth bread from the earth.

119.This Midrash is from Leviticus Rabbah 16:2.
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Chapter 4 - N'tilat Yadayim Upon Waking in a New Context: A Ritual 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 carly in the morning, almost immediately after
awakening. The reasons a Jew became obligated to wash his hands in the morning scems
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 causc health problems), and to ready oneself to
recite the S 'ma.

Ritual hand washing in the morning is not a part of the Rcform minfiag. Perhaps some
Reform Jews do ritually wash upon waking, but I've never met any Reform 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 mitzvah. [ 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 Reform 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? I doubt it. As mentioned in the fntroduction, T don’t think
most Reform Jews are interested in participating in a ritual that is mcant to address a state
of impurity or ward off evil spirits and that hearkens back to the Temple period.

[ do believe, however, that there is a place for n tilat vadavim in the morning for
Reform Jews. In this chapter, | offer a ritual that focuses on what might be considered the

“original” meaning of the the root YL): to “lift" rather than to “wash.”"" In addition, this

120.Exploring the etemology of 503 is beyond the scope of this thesis. Rabbi Ziotowitz undertook
such an exploration in his thesis and concluded that the root originally meant to “lift.” We can sce
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ritual addresses an issuc that has become one of great concern in our movement: healing.
But the ritual covers an aspect of healing that we often overlook: healing ot the self.
A. Healing Prayers and Reform Judaism'"'

Until twenty or twenty-five years ago, “Reform Judaism™ and “prayers for healing™
were rarely uttered in the same breath. We were the movement of rationalists, who had
little time or paticnce for mystical, spiritual, or, dare 1 even say, superstitious notions that
God healed.

Early Reform 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 praycrbook,
the German “Geiger" Siddur, the r 'fa-cinu prayer of the weekday Amidah appears in the
traditional Hebrew formulation. The same is true in the first American Reform

prayerbook compiled by Isaac M. Wise.'” In both siddurim we read:
ROy MY NPYDN NN DNPIN ¥ NYYR MPYIN NI » M)
2N NHTTM APN I DAN Y0 YA RIIT TIN OO IDNIDND-HIY
TN Y
Heal us God and we will be healed. Save us and we will be saved, for You
are our praise. Grant complete healing for all our wounds, for You are the

Almighty Ruler, and a faithful and merciful Healer. Blessed are You, the

Healer of the sick among people Isracl.

the connection when we consider the b ‘rakhah recited when we waive the lulav and etrog duving

Swkkot. The final three words are “al n'tilat lulav,” “concerning the lifting of the lulav.™

.Much of the material in this section was developed during the spring of 2004, when [ studied

independently with Dr. Eugene B. Borowitz, exploring the theology behind why the well pray on

behalf of the ill. [ thank him for everything he taught me during my independent study, and during

alt my years at HUC-JIR.

122.1n Hoffman, Lawrence A., My People s Praver Book, Vol. 2, The Amidul (Jewish Lights 1998):
119. Dr. David Ellenson points out that Geiger and Wise eventually published the traditional
prayer with a universalist twist — eliminating the idca that God heals oaly those who are 1oy
Snee, “among the people Israel.” They were following the tradition of the Palestinian Talimud,
not of the Bahvlonian Talnud.

[2S ]
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David Einhorn, author of another carly American Reform siddur, took a difierent
approach. His prayer is English; in the chatimah, God is praised as the “Redeemer of the
distressed.” fully climinating the idea that God plays a role in our physical healing.

The Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR), the professional organization
of Reform Rabbis, took over publishing the siddurim of the American Reform movement
in the late 19th century. The weekday Amidah in the first Union Praver Book of 1892 is
in English, and has been shortened. The thirteen middle prayers are summarized 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.” Here, 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 Reform rabbis
drafting our movement’s prayerbook. The thirteen middle prayers of the weekday
Amidah appear in five paragraphs. All references to God as healer are gone, Subsequent
editions of the Union Prayer Book in 1908 and 1918 are the same.

But something seems to have happened between the first and second World Wars. In
the 1940 edition of the Union Praver Book, the weckday Amidal is in both Hebrew and
English. While the full text of the thirteen middle prayers has not been restored (there is
no ¢ 'ka b 'shofar for example, calli ng for the ingathering of exiled Jews), the r fa-ciny
prayer is back in its traditional Hebrew formulation, with an English transation that is
vague enough to reflect a rationalist theology. It reads, “Heal us. O 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 Praver Book, and
remains so until the publication of Gates of Prayer. While these later editions of the
Union Praver 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 emotionaily difficult
times.

In 1975, the CCAR published its new siddur, Gates of Praver. In it we read, in both

Hebrew and English, the following:

T2 armiap-byy NR2Y Mann n2ym IV NN NIM M AN
DN N9 » NN
Heal us, O 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 Praver Book, this siddur expresses a clear theology — God heals our

wounds and heals the sick.

No matter what theology has been expressed in these prayers regarding God's power

(or lack thereof) to heal, one aspect has remained constant: they all begin rfa-cinu, *heal
us.” But few Reform Jews would have had any exposure to these various liturgical
expressions. Although the Reform siddurin contain the weekday service, rarel y do
Reform Jews actually come together to pray it. Reform Jews who attend services have
gone (and still do go) on Shabbat, and the middle prayers of the Amidah are different
from thosc prayed during the week. This means that since the carly days of “Reform™ in

America, Retorm Jews have lost out on the opportunity to pray for healing - cither their
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own or any one clse’s.

In theory, Reform Jews may have been exposed to prayers for healing during the
Torah service — when (or if) the shaliakh tzibur oftered a mi shebeirakh prayer tor
healing for someone who had an afivah. | say “in theory™ because 1 cannot find anything
to substantiate this practice in Reform synagogues. 1 grew up attending a Conservative
synagogue, furthermore, I have been unable to find any published accounts of this
practice in Reform synagogues. 1 have been told that it was rarely, if ever, donc.

Today, Reform 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 alivah during the Torah service. But, we do pray for healing — the healing of
others.

In 1988, Debbie Friedman composed and began performing her song of healing, “Mi
Shebeirach. ” She clearly touched a raw nerve, as her song was picked up by myriads of
Reform congregations 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, | 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 Shebeirah™ has become so much a part of Reform liturgy that it will be
included in the new CCAR siddur, Mishkan T filah, in a section entitled “Special
Prayers.”

Fricdman's “Mi Shebeirach " is as follows:

APNIAN NINID NP DN TAY D

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.”
’IJ’JJ\'J{*} ﬂ?'!_izlij 1\]77:3 NI "[1,3\.’} ™wm
Bless those in nced of healing with N2y Ny9

The renewal of body, the renewal of spirit, and lct us say, “Amen.™

While Debbic Friedman's “Mi Shebeirach ” was the first well-known contemporary
song for healing, it is certainly not the last. In 1997, Cantor Lisa Levine composed her
own, also called, “Mi Shebeirach, " which has been adopted by many Reform
congregations, and which was included in the Shabbat moming service at the 2003

Reforim movement Biennial convention. Here is Levine’s “Mi Shebeirach:”
IPYN PR DNINPNIIN TIAY M
NN NN NPTV IAPDINN TAY D
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 hearts be filled with understanding and strengthened by the power of Your love.
Bless us with a vision for tomorrow, help us to reach out to those in pain.
May the warmth of friendship ease our sorrow,
Give us courage, give us faith, show us thc way.
AWTNN TIIY B PNIIN 1Y 1D

Hear our prayer (x4) and bless us as wcll.

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 picce:
MYV NPYIN NOM N DRI
WY PRPD 21 TN PRP-92P 21 DN
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 be whole.
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Oh please, heal us now.
NRZY NI PAD MDD WHID NI
Heal us now.
D2V TY DNYY) DY TNPOI-NN TP TRY-NN NYUin

NI NYWin » NI ININN TI1IY 20 NN T3 ON

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.
N) N9 N I

Oh please, heal us now.

Other contemporary composers, including Cantors Richard Cohn, Lori Corrsin,

Benjie Ellen Schiller, Robbie Solomon, and Erik Contzius, as well as Craig Taubman and
Sol Zim, all have written songs for healing.

The prayers of healing by Friedman and Levine are probably the most widely used in
Reform synagogues, with Sher’s coming into increased use. All are broad enough to
encompass an ill person to pray for himself or herself using one of these prayers. But in

truth, the sh'likhei tzibur rarely say anything to facilitate that possibility.

Today, in most Reform synagogues when we gather to pray on Friday nights, we take
time to say a prayer for healing. Usually, 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 sefer toral™ or we might ask “for » fuat haguf. r 'fuat
hanefesh, r'fuah sh'leimah, a healing of body and a healing of soul - a complcte
healing.”

No matter how we introduce the prayer, typically, we read a list of names of
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synagogue members and their loved ones who are in need of healing, and then invite the
members of the congregation to “say aloud or in your heart the names of those you are
thinking of, as my cyes meet yours.” This part of the service has become so important
that the sh likhei tzibur will be criticized if they omit it. We used to speak of members
coming to services to say the Moumers® Kaddish. Now. many who attend regularly are

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 Qurselves?

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
own 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.

1 suspect that most people who look for time to pray words other than those that
appear in the Siddur are ill or suffering in some other way. They use the silent meditation
time to pray to God on their own behalf, probably because therc 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 Reform Jews are at this stage, nor do they want to be.

Even during the communal mi shebeirakh prayer for healing, on rare occasion, the
sh likhei tzibur will encourage people to name themselves, if they are ill or distressed, but
most people are too self-conscious to give their own names. And even if they did, T have
to wonder if this would serve as a substitute for genuine prayerful personal conversation

with God asking tor healing.
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So when can Reform Jews truly pray for their own well being? We do 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 n ‘tilat yadavim 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: | 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
123

cannot pray on your bed, reflect in your heart.

C. Ritual for Self Healing

1 cry out to You, God. I am in need of healing. Hear my lament:

4 Rock of israel,'* I ache, and my bones shake with terror.'**

Endless is my pain; my wounds seem incurable and resistant to healing."*
9 Father Abraham prayed to You, and You healed Abimelech.'’

And so I pray, “Heal me, too, O God.”

|23 Midrash T hilim 4:9.

124. A pame for God that appears in I Samuel 23:3.

125. *Heal me, O Eternal, for my bones shake with terror.™ Pyalm 6:3.

126. “Why must my pain be endless, my wound incurable, resistant to healing?” Jeremiah 15:18.
127.Sec Genesis 20:17.
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N Eteral, am 1 to be plagued forever, like Pharaoh’s Egypt?'**
J Neglected by the bright rays of the Shekhinah?'®
¥ I will heal your afflictions.” You promised through Jeremiah.™

N And so [ pray, “Heal me, too, O God.”

7 Discasc ravages me, ignoring the incantations of Solomon. "'

Oak trees of Mamre | have tasted, but they have lost their power.'”’
Y Neither suftferings nor their reward are welcome ~ thus You heal great and

smaill.'”™

And so | pray, “Heal me, too, O God.”

% T am Babylonia, fallen and shattered; balm to the wounds cannot cure."

Y Victim of Hezekiah’s unseemly language am 1.'*

128. After God frees the Israelites from Egyptian slavery, God promises them that they will not suffer
the discases of the Egyptians if they heed God’s commands, for “I, the Etemal, am your healer.™
Exodus 15:26.

129.Mystical literature teaches that the brightness of the Shekirinah makes ail upon whom it falls
exemplt from disease. Hekhalot Rabbati, in Bet Ha-Midrash I, 161-163.

130 Joremiah 3:22.

131.According to legend, Solomon invented formulas of incantation by which discases were
alleviated. Josephus, Antiquities VIiI, 2.5.

132.The Midrash teaches that the oak tree planted by Abraham in Mamre protected anyvone who took
of its wood from illness, until the day of death. Midrash Yerahme-cf 35.5.

133.Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba fefl ill and Rabbi Yochanan went to visit kim. Rabbi Yochanan said o him,
“Are your sufferings welcome to you?” Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba answered, “Neither they nor their
reward.” 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 prisoner cannot free
himself from jail. B ‘rakhot 5b.

134. The sins of Babylonia were so great, that crying for her and applying balm to her, could not heal
her. Jerenah 51:8-9,

135.0me tradition says that Hezekiah's illness was punishment for unseemly language. Y. Sanhedrin
10. 28h.

Ritual Hand Washing: Can an Ancient Ritual Be Givea New Meaning? - 86

St S e —



N Etemal, You saw their tears and healed the children of David."™"

9 Remember this, and *Heal me, too, O God.”

N Anger consumes me; this is my curse."”’
9 Forsaking the physician’s charge, | cannot defeat my enemy-iliness.'™
g pny g

? Angel of Healing, you dispense your celestial remedies for the Eternal."**

Yeca. | pray, “Heal me, too, O God.”

1 Honey may be sweet, but it offers no solace."”

Y O how the waters of Miriam have dried up again.""
¥ Show me how you healed before giving Your Torah,"

Y Insistently I pray, “Heal me, too, O God.”

¥ Ephraim fell, never to rise again — is this my fate?'"

3 Noah's book fell with Ephraim; of this I am certain."**

1 36.“Thus said the Etemnal, the God of your father David: T have heard your prayer. | have seen your
tears: [ will cause you to be healed.” I Kings 20:5.

137."A calm disposition brings bodily health.” Proverbs 14:30.

128.A sick man called the doctor. After the exam, the doctor said, “You and [ and your disease make
three. If you will take my side, the two of us shall casily be able to overcome your illness. But if
you torsake me and do not cooperate with me, and hold onto your disease. [ alone. will not be able
to overcome hoth of you.™ Adapted from Bar-Hebraeus, a 13th century Jewish Syrian historian.
theologian, phifosopher, and scientist.

139.Raphacl was appointed the Angel of Healing; in his safe-kceping are the celestial remedies. the
types of medical remedies used on earth. Midrash Konen 26:27; Midrash Yerahme-cl 14.15.

140.“Pleasant words are like honeycomb, sweet to the palate and a cure for the body.” Proverbs 16:24.
141.The waters of Miriam heal instantly, Numbers Rabbah 18.22; Leviticus Rabbal 22 4.

142.God healed all Israelites of sickness and disability before giving Torah. Pesikta deRav Kahana
12:104a. 106a-107a; Midrash Tanhuma I, 75-76.

143.Ephraimn refers to the Northern Kingdom. See, for example, Hosea 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 of Nouh, pp. 155-156.
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? In the desert heat, You visited Abraham and brought him the Angel of

Healing.'"

Y Visit me, and “Heal me, too, O God.”

Enemies pray for my demise ~ and You listen.
N I scek out healing springs and bronze serpents, but to no avail.'’
) Valley of dry bones are healed and restored to life.'®

And so I pray, “Heal me, too, O God.”

Y Surely, the carriage brings the messenger of death,'*’

Y Everlasting darkness blocks all of my hope.'*

And yet, 1 know you answered Moses’ cry for Miriam.'"!

1 “Heal me, too, O God, heal me, t00.”

145.The three angels of God who visit Abraham after his circumcision are Michael, Gabriel, and
Raphacl; Raphael was there specifically to heal his wound. Genesis Rabbah 50.2: Bava Metziah
86b.

146.Raba became very ill; he ordered his servants not to tell anyone, as he feared it would affect his
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 are
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 be
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 use of the healing springs. Hezekiah hid the list.
Similarly. the hissing of the bronze serpent used to heal the sick of ferusalem: Hezekiah broke the
bronze serpent into pieces. Avor d 'Rabhi Natan 2.

148 Ezekiel 37:1-10.

149.Dr. Marcus Hertz, an 18th century German physician, drove a carriage to the house of his patients,
On the door were his initials, M.H. A friend chastised him, pointing out that in Hebrew. “M.[[ *
stood for malech hamavet, the angel of death. Hertz responded, that “M.H." also stood tor
mechaval hameitim, the One who resurrects the dead. Epstein, Lawrence 1., A Treaswy of Jewish
Anccdotes (Jason Aronson 1989): 96,

150.The healing power of the sun restored Jacob afier he wrestled with the angel. Zohar, Pavishlakh,
203b: Midrash HaGadol 1, 513-514.

LS. Numbers 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. | stuggle to lift
mysclf out of the place where | am, and I need Your help. As you remembered
and guided our ancestors, Abraham, [saac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and

Leah, remember and guide me. [ need your hand of strength to help raise me.

N DIV vV 1Y M 232 .Y PRR TP NHTI N2 NN
TR NPT 0ANT 01V 0373 .019Y 132D 77N T ~iay N)
MR MY q)ng? A Y ADTY O0) 910 R v oD .0%n)

TRZYD YTV DY Y0V 232 vy ApvT
TV OP1YY iMobn Tias oy ™3
Ana B ko-akh G dulat Yminkha Tatir Tz rura. Kabeil Rinat Am ‘kha
Sag veinu Tahareinu Nora. Na Gibor Dor shei Yikhud kha K vavat
Shom 'reim. Barkheim Tahareim Rakhameim Tzidkat kha Tamid
Gomleim. Khasin Kadosh B 'vov Tuv kha Naheil Adatekna, Y, akhid
Gei-ch L am 'kha P ‘neih Zokhrei K ‘dushatekha, Shavateinu Kabeit

Ush ma Tza-akateinu Y. odei-a Ta-alumot.

Barukh sheim k'vod mal’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, O
Awesome One. Please, O Strong One, those who pursuc Your uniqueness,
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, turn to Your people
who remember Your holiness. Accept our cries, and hear our screams, O
Knower of Mysteries.

Biessed is the name of Your glorious Rule forever.
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Take a few moments to offer the private prayers of your heart, remembering
this lesson of the Lubavitcher Rebbe: His disciple, Moshe, asked him how to
daven (pray) with great vigor and intention. The Rebbe didn’t answer him
because the soul of davening isn’t easy to teach. Instead, the Rebbe called in his
deputy, and told him to teach Moshe. He demurred and called in the rosh (head)
of the veshiva. The rosh began to daven the morning service with Moshe. They
prayed together until the rosh announced, “this place is for me alone.” He walked
to the corner, put his tallit over his head, and prayed. The Rebbe leaned over to

Moshe and said, “that’s davening; it’s improvising in the private place.™™

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 Shekhinah, Your
Divine Presence, would be above me.'"*I pray that Raphael, who dominates the

morning hours, is with me to bring hope and relief,'*

I'bless the Eternal who has guided me;

My conscience admonishes me at night.

I am ever mindful of the Eternal’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.'™*

Be with me now, O strength of my right hand, as 1 lift myselt to begin my day.
If 1 cannot lift my body, help me to lift my spirit.

152.Told in Hammerschlag, Carl A. and Silverman, Howard D.. Healing Coremonios: Creating
Personal Rituals for Spivitual, Emotional, Physical and Mental Health (Peri gee Books, 1997):
165-166,

153.Based on the text of one of the traditionat nighttime blessings, recited before the S/ ‘mree when
going to sleep.

[54.Raphael’s role as a moming presence is taught in the Zohar, Batak 204a.

{58, Pyalis 16:7-9.
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Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melekh ha-olam. asher kid ‘shanu v'chavinu
v'azarlanu al n'tilat yadayim.

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the World, who sanctifies

us, gives us life, and accompanies us as we lift our hands.

D. Explanation of the Ritual for Self Healing

" which 1 wrote.'” 1 have adopted some

The ritual begins with a modern day pivyvut,
traditional and not so traditional piyyut conventions, as follows:

Acrostic form. The pivyut spells out Refa-eni Adonai Verafay; Hoshi-eni
Ve-ivashe-ah, “Heal me, God, and let me be healed, save me and let me be saved.”™ |
had to resort to somewhat unusual transliteration rules in order to avoid apostrophes and
“ei” or “‘ay” vowels, but 1 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 for healing. One falls
short, for in it, God has already healed."” The other I refer to in the opening line of the
pivvut.'"

Number of lines. Because shin is one letter in Hebrew, [ used the “sh™ sound as one

lctter, not two, in the two places it appears in the transliteration. This gave me thirty-six

156.A piviur is a poem used in worship. Hebrew poets have been developing piviutim for hundreds of
years. a great many were written during the Medicval period. We tind many pivvutim in our
Shabbat siddur, as well as our High Holiday makhzor.

157.1 wrote this pivvut in the Fall of 2003 at HUC-JIR as my final project for Dr. Sharon Koren’s class
on the history pivvutim and mysticism. | thank Dr. Koren for teaching - and pushing her students
to think — outside of the box.

158 . Jeremiah 17:14.

159.0 Eternal, my God, [ cried out to You and You healed me.” Psafim 30:3.

1604 Samucl 23:3.
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letters with which to begin my lines, not thirty-cight. Thirty-six. of course, is double Ahai.
This scemed more than appropriate in a pivyut about healing, especially given that the
verse | used expresses two different ways to find life — through healing and saving.

Repetition. 1 decided that each stanza would follow the same pattern: In the first two
verses. the prayer pours out his or her soul conceming the illness, affliction, or whatever.
In the second two verses, the prayer asks God for healing. The first of the final 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, [ used the same essential last verse for each stanza, but
intensified 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. |
used a concordance to find Tanakh references to rafa or refuah, and I used a number of
difterent collections of parables and Midrashim to find the rest.

Following the piyvut, 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 idca is to move from lament toward something that (metaphorically) litts. This prayer
serves as a transition to Ana B koakh.

Ana B koakh is a Medieval pivyur written by the Kabbalists, containing an acronym
of what they believed to be the forty-two letter, unpronounceablc, name of God. It was
written as a part of the Shabbat liturgy, possibly as a magical incantation, to help the
Kabbalists achieve a higher level ot consciousness and unity with God. I include it in this
healing ritual, at a place moving from lament toward lifting, for several reasons:

e The reference to God's right hand.

Ritual Hand Washing: Can an Aucient Ritual Be Given New Meamng? - 92




*  The reference to God’s strength.

L

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 ‘koakh
allows an ilt person to voice much of what often is unsaid, and allows the person to move
toward healing.

Following Ana B 'koakh, 1 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. [ 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, 1 include an excerpt from Psalin 16, which continues on the theme of
uplifting. making reterence 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 [ also include a line that says, “If I cannot lift my

body. the please, God, help to lift my spirit.” | 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 n 'tilat vadayvim blessing. In
this b 'rakhah, 1 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 'shanu b’mitzvotav mean, very few Reform 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
lifc as a gift from God, and uphold the teaching to “choose life.”""'

Sccond, this ritual is not about washing the hands. It’s about lifting or healing the
hands as a metaphor for lifting or healing the body. So often, illncss manifests itself in
our inability to move ourselves, to lift ourselves, both physically and emotionally. With

God’s help, the ill person prays, may I be able to lift my hands, my soul — myself -- on

this day.

161 . Deutcrononn 30:19.
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Conclusion

In the Introduction to this thesis, I ask the question: “Is it possible to re-introduce into
Reform Judaism a problematic traditional Jewish ritual, but give it a new interpretation
and usc?” | 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 ancicnt rituals new meaning. If | had an additional six months to work on this
thesis, 1 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 unfamiliar ritual as a part
of the dinner. We have no data on how many synagogue-attending Reform 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 Reform 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 Motrzi together.

N NN, 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 heing said, 1 would still very much like to see if over time, a community —
even 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 iheir lves.

I am far more optomistic that the three smaller groups — the chavurah, the Rosh
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Chodesh group, and the youth group — would take to the handwashing/silence rituals
fairly readily. The members of a chavurah that has been meeting for some time are often
uscd to experimenting with new ideas and being open with one another. The members of
a Rosh Chodesh 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, are coming
to the synagogue 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. It is deeply personal,
it is intended for a person with a physical illness, and it contains a fairly sophisticated
English pivyut and a mystical/magical Hebrew piyyut that has been translated into
English.

I must admit that | began intensely thinking about the ritual for Chapter 4 during the
summer between my fourth and fifth years of school, when most HUC-JIR rabbinicai
students begin working (or thinking about working!) on their rabbinic theses. That same
summer, | was diagnosed with a chronic iliness that manifests itself primarily through
painful joints. Six months earlier, the joints in my hands had begun to hurt; I simply
thought [ had bruises that would not heal. Now, over a year after I first began to feel pain.
and afler 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, | 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 1ift their hands, their body, and perhaps most

importantly, their spirit.
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