Spiritual Sanitation: Hand Washing in Jewish Law, Thought, and History
Ohr Chadash Adults
Rabbi Jonathan Bienenfeld

I — Washing in the Morning
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Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim, Section 4
He should wash his hands and then recite the blessing, “On the washing of the hands.”...
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Mishna Berurah, ibid.

There are two reasons for this. The ROSH wrote that it is because one's hands are active and it is
impossible for them to have not touched some unclean part of his body at night. The Sages therefore
established the blessing on the washing of hands for the reading of the Shema and for the Amidah.

And the RASHBA wrote that it is because in the morning, after having slept, we are like new
beings...we must give thanks to the Blessed One Who created us to give Him honor, to serve him, and
to bless His name. And it is for this that they established all the morning blessings which we recite each
morning. Therefore, they established this blessing as well, to sanctify ourselves in His sanctity and to
wash our hands from a vessel, like a Kohen who would wash his hands from the laver prior to
beginning his service.

And the practical law is in accordance with both these reasons...
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Beit Yosef, Orach Chaim, Section 6

And perhaps his thinking here is that since the morning blessings are recited at the synagogue, the
blessing on the hand washing can likewise be appended to the others if he wishes. Even though that is
not its proper place, he may nevertheless do so.

IT — Other Items
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Shulchan Aruch, ibid., Section 18

These are the ones who require hand washing: One who arises from his bed, one who leaves the
bathroom or bathhouse, one who cuts his nails, one who takes off his shoes, one who touches his legs,
and one who scratches his head. Some say, also one who walks amongst the dead, one who touches a
corpse, one who cleans his clothes, one who has marital relations, one who touches a louse, and one
who touches his body with his hand...
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Mishna Berurah, ibid.

This is to remove the ru'ach ra'ah rests upon him by means of these activities. Therefore, he should
wash immediately.

The proper washing is up to the wrist, and at the very least, until the knuckles...
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Even though for prayer, and all the more so for Torah study, it is sufficient to merely clean one's
hands...nevertheless, in order to remove the ru'ach ra'ah, water is required.

But there is no need for washing three times, other than one who arises from bed. And some are
stringent in regards to one who walks amongst the dead and one who engages in marital relations.

III — Prayer
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Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim, Section 92
If one washed his hands in the morning, then had a lapse in concentration, they must be washed again
—provided he has water—even though he does not know that they became dirty...
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Mishnah Berurah, ibid.

Meaning, that much time has elapsed between the washing and prayer, to the point that he had a mental
lapse. All the more so this would apply to the lapse in concentration that occurs between Shacharit and
Mincha.

Since he had a lapse in focus from guarding his hands, one's hands are active, and they may have
touched something unclean.

This is for prayer, but for Torah study, blessings, or the recitation of the Shema, hands are presumed
clean.

IV — Eating Bread
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Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim, Section 158

When one is going to eat bread upon which he would recite, “HaMotzi,” he must wash his hands, even
if he does not know that they have come in contact with anything famei. And he recites the blessing:
“Upon the washing of the hands.”...
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Mishna Berurah

The reason for the enactment of the hand washing is for two reasons:

The first is due to contamination of 7erumah. Meaning, that since one's hands are active and touch all
sorts of items, at the time during which tum'ah and tahara were observed practically, when the
Kohanim would eat their Terumah, they would need to wash their hands accotding to rabbinic law
before they would eat Terumah so that they would not make it tamei by touching it. And in order to
ensure that the Kohanim would be so accustomed, they decreed that each and every Jew may not eat
bread until he washes his hands. And even today, when the Kohanim do not eat 7erumah because of
tum'ah, the decree was not nullified, in order to ensure that the Jewish People would be accustomed to
eating in a state of tahara when the Temple will be rebuilt, may it be so speedily, in our lives.

And another reason for the enactment of the hand washing is because of cleanliness and sanctity. And
in the Talmud, they predicated this on the verse, “And you shall sanctify yourselves, and you shall be
sanctified.”
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Shulchan Aruch, ibid.

If one eats something that was dipped in one of the seven liquids, whose mnemonic is “YaD ShaCHaT
DaM,” (that is, wine, honey, oil, milk, dew, blood, water) and it was not dried, even if ones hands do
not touch the part that is wet, he must wash his hands, without reciting the blessing.

Rema: And even if he only dips the top of the vegetable or fruit, even so, he must wash without reciting

the blessing.



javascript:fireNetisLink(%22ID:0302701507600000002100000000%22)

