Text Study

BIRKAT HAMAZON

By Ros Roucher, Congregation Sinai, Milwaukee

One Shabbat morning I volunteered to bring fresh fruit for an informal oneg after my congregation’s family service.  That morning, I quickly cut up a few kinds of fruit that I thought would appeal to young children. The strawberries were red, plump, and juicy.  The melon glistened in the bowl.  The colors in the bowl were striking, and were a stark contrast to the gray day outside.    At the oneg, someone thanked me for bringing the beautiful fruit.  I responded with, “you’re welcome.”  I admired the fruit and thought about my role in bringing it to the table.  I had purchased it.  I had washed it.  I had cut it.  A farmer had planted it and harvested it.  But at that moment I felt compelled to acknowledge the fact that our privilege to eat such amazing things--and to eat at all--must be attributed to a source beyond the farmer or me.  At that moment I didn’t say, “I didn’t provide the fruit, God provided the fruit!” but I recognized that my internal response was very Jewish in nature.  

Judaism asks us to regularly acknowledge God’s role in the miracle that we have food to eat and provides a structure through which to do so.  Birkat HaMazon is the blessing said after eating a meal.  The biblical source for this blessing is found in Deuteronomy 8:10 

(Hebrew)

 “ And you shall eat and be satisfied and you shall bless Adonai, your God, for the good land that God has given you.”

More than just reciting Birkat HaMazon because of our obligation to bless God, the recitation of Birkat HaMazon has the power to transform our table into an alter.  We elevate the very act of eating by acknowledging God’s role in providing the potential for food.  A meal becomes more than a meal- by ending our meal with Birkat HaMazon, we make our meal an act that reminds us of the miracle of creation, our obligation to act B’tzelem Elohim, in God’s image, and of our duty to take part in Tikkun Olam, perfecting the world.

In the words of Samson Raphael Hirsch,

“Even after completing an ordinary activity such as eating a meal, Israel is to preserve and nurture in its heart the conviction which the miracle of the gift of Heavenly mannah has instilled into it in the wilderness- namely, that each and every home and soul on earth is favored by God’s direct, immediate care and concern.  Hence, Israel is to look upon every piece of plain bread as no less a direct gift of God than the mannah which was sent down from Heaven to their ancestors long ago when they journeyed through the wilderness.”

Birkat HaMazon is made up of a series of blessings with special additions for Shabbat, holidays, and simchas.   Shortened forms of Birkat HaMazon can be recited in place of the entire Birkat HaMazon.  

The first blessing in Birkat HaMazon is Birkat HaZan, which praises God for providing food for all God’s creatures.

Read this blessing out loud:

Hebrew text here

You are praised, Adonai our God, Ruler of time and space,

Who feeds the world, all the world, with God’s goodness

With grace, with lovingkindness and with mercy/compassion.

God gives bread to all flesh,

For God’s lovingkindness is eternal.

Because of God’s great goodness, 

There is no lack of food for us and there should never be any lack of food for us,

For the sake of God’s great name.

For God is a God who feeds and sustains all life,

Who does good for all things,

Who prepares food for all God’s creatures who God created.

You are praised, Adonai our God, who feeds all life.

(Translation- Rabbi Richard Levy,  On Wings of Freedom adapted by R. Roucher)

Discuss the following questions:

· What is the theme of this blessing?

· What does this blessing tell us about God?

· What does this blessing tell us about human beings?

· What about this blessing is difficult for modern, liberal Jews?

We live in a world where many people do not have enough to eat and may not have anything to eat.  How can we interpret this blessing given this reality?   We will concentrate on one line of the blessing to help us understand how traditional Jewish texts have understood this blessing and to guide us in how we might understand it for ourselves.   The blessing begins:

You are Praised, Adonai our God, Ruler of time and space

Who feeds the world, all the world with goodness, 

With grace (chen), with lovingkindness (chesed), and with mercy/compassion (rachamim).

This line begs a question: what does it mean that God feeds the world with these different qualities?  To what does each refer?  

Chen- has connotations of grace, beauty, favor

Chesed- has connotations of lovingkindness, benevolence, charity, kindness

Rachamim- has connotations of compassion, mercy, pity, love

Read the following three commentaries and discuss questions that follow:

1. There are three stages in the life of a person:  a period of growth and development; a period of maturity when the person capitalizes on the spiritual development of his/her fruitful years, but fails to grow further; and a period of decline.  God nourishes the person in all three stages, but the degree of divine compassion varies.  During the time of growth, a person is nourished by God’s chen, Grace, because although his/her accomplishments are great, he/she no longer advances; God then sustains the person through chesed, lovingkindness.  Later, when a person is in decline and thus undeserving, he/she is nourished through rachamim, God’s mercy.   Ikkarim

2. The righteous find favor, chen, in the eyes of God and are nourished because of their merit.  Those who are not so worthy and do not find favor, are provided for through God’s beneficent kindness, chesed; while even the least worthy are recipients of God’s mercy , rachamim.  Maharal in Netivot Olam.

3. Chen, grace, is the quality a person has which makes him/her beloved by others;  chesed, lovingkindness, refers to a generous, considerate human being who bestows goodness upon others, even when it is apparently unearned; rachamim, mercy, is the quality of compassion by which one withholds punishment even when deed of a wrongdoer call for it.  Siach Yitzchak.

· How does each of these commentaries approach the use of these three different terms and the reason for their use in this blessing?

· How does this commentary help you to understand this verse?  How does it challenge your reading of this verse?

Another prayer in which these three words appear together is the Sim Shalom prayer at the end of the Amidah.

Hebrew here

Grant peace and well-being.

Bless the world with grace, kindness and mercy

For us and for all Israel, Your people  

(translation from V’taher Libeynu, Congregation Beth El of the Sudbury River Valley)

· How is the use of these three words together different in the Sim Shalom prayer?  

· Write an interpretation of this line of the blessing that makes the recitation of the blessing meaningful to you, based on your understanding of the verse, the blessing as a whole, and the commentaries.

· Discuss how we might read this blessing in light of our obligation to engage in tikkun olam, perfecting the world.

Glossary

Ikkarim (Sefer HaIkkarim) is a 15th Century philosophical work by Rav Yosef Albo of Spain.  Rav Albo was a noted physician, mathematician, and astronomer.

Netivot Olam is one of several philosophical works by Rav Yehudah Lowe, the Maharal of Prague, who is famous for his legendary golem.  

For background reading on Birkat HaMazon consult:

The Metsuda Siddur

Birkat HaMazon, Artscroll Mesorah Series

A Guide to Jewish Religious Practice, Isaac Klein
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