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133 - HAND-WASHING AND RUACH RA'AH
OU ISRAEL CENTER - SUMMER 2019

» Washing is an important ritual in many religious systems. In the Torah itself, washing appears multiple times in various contexts,
usually connected with mikveh and the process of purification.

A] HAND-WASHING IN THE CHUMASH
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The Cohanim were required to wash their hands and feet in preparation for entry into the Mikdash. The consequence of
not doing so was death at the hands on Heaven!
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Here, in the context of the tuma of zav, the Torah expresses the mitzva of mikveh as ‘washing the hands’. The
commentators asked why hands specifically are singled out here to represent purification and flag a number of points:
- hands are the normal manner of touching, hence stressing that tuma can be spread through touch.
- hands are the most external (and out-reaching) part of the body, from which we learn that the mikveh waters only need
to come into contact with the external parts of the body (and not for instance inside the mouth or ears).

* Although tuma is a spiritual and not physical contamination, the connection with hygiene is clearly relevant. It is well known that a
smaller percentage of Jews died in the Black Death epidemic, partly due to hygiene standards imposed by halacha.?
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Here, the washing of hands by the elders at the ritual of egla arufa indicates the cleanliness from societal guilt’ for the
spilling of innocent blood.
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The Sefer Kushiyot’ connects our minhag of washing hands on leaving a grave to the washing over the egla arufa. In
both cases we pray that death should bring atonement.

1. Handwashing can also be a fertile source of obsessive, compulsive behavior in certain individuals. See Judaism and Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, R' Mordechai Torczyner -
https://www.yutorah.org/_cdn/_materials/Source_Sheet-517051.pdf and OCD and Halakha: The Orthodox rabbi’s challenge, Daniel Sayani -
https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/ocd-and-halakha-the-orthodox-rabbis-challenge/. See also
https://www.hidabroot.com/article/ 192926/ 10-things-You-Should-Know-About-0CD

2. Including handwashing after the bathroom, mikveh and not living in close contact with animal waste. This of course was seen as evidence of Jewish guilt and led to extreme
persecutions of Jewish populations.

3. The replay of this ritual in the hand-washing of Pontius Pilate in Matthew 27:24 is a good example of how Christianity sought to appealed to familiar Jewish tropes!

4. Alittle known and anonymous text from 13th Century Ashkenaz. See 2007 edition by R. Yaakov Stahl.
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B] THE RABBINIC MITZVA OF HAND-WASHING FOR TAHARA

« Although mikveh is only halachically effective on a Torah level if the entire body is fully immersed, Chazal created a new category of
‘tumat yadayim’. This introduced a new Rabbinic level of tuma whereby, even if the body was fully tahor, the hands could be
rabbinically tamei since they are always active and can easily touch unclean things.

* For example, Chazal extended the Torah laws of tuma such that if a person touched a ‘rishon letuma’, although this was not
sufficient to render the entire person tamei (requiring mikveh), it would render the hands of the person rabbinically tamei, requiring
netilat yadayim - washing the hands using a vessel (called a nat/a) .

* Chazal also required netilat yadayim for ‘stam yadayim’ (ie hands which had not definitely touched tuma but which lacked active
shemira) before touching certain foods, eg for the Cohanim before eating teruma. This was extended to require netilat yadayim for ALL
Jews before eating bread.

* An entire mesechet of the Mishna - Yadayim - deals with these and other halachot.
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The Mishna requires netilat yadayim (of stam yadayim) for chulin (ie regular bread), ma’aser sheni (eaten in
Yerushalayim) and teruma (eaten by Cohanim). For kodshim (korbanot) the halacha requires tevilat yadayim - dipping
the hands in an actual mitzva’).

C] HAND-WASHING IN THE MORNINGS

C1] HALACHIC ROOTS
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Chazal instituted the morning berachot in a specific order as a person wakes and dresses in the morning. Note the
placement of hand-washing and ‘al netilat yadayim’ at the end of the series. This comes AFTER a person has dressed,
made many berachot and even put on tallit and tefillin!
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The Rambam also connects the morning berachot to the relevant activities (albeit in a slightly different order to the
Gemara) and, again, puts netilat yadayim towards the end.
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If any of the actions are inapplicable, the berachot fall away. One example brought by the Rambam is Yom Kippur and 9
Av, where there is no handwashing in the morning.

5. This still applies today if a person is using undrinkable water (eg sea water at the beach) for washing. Netilat yadayim will not be valid with undrinkable water and a person must
therefore do tevilat yadaim by dipping both hands together fully into the sea. There is a discussion as to whether the correct beracha on this is ‘al netilat yadayim’, ‘al tevilat
yadayim’ or ‘al shetifat yadaim’ - see Shulchan Aruch 0.C. 159:20.
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So too, the Shulchan Aruch rules handwashing in the morning in Siman 4 of Orach Chaim, after he has dealt with getting
up, dressed and suing the bathroom. It appears at first that the rough order of the Gemara and Rambam is being
maintained, although we will see below that something important has changed!

C2] REASONS FOR WASHING IN THE MORNING
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Two main halachic reasons are given for handwashing in the morning. [1] The Rosh sees this as a preparation for tefilla.
In this respect, in the absence of water, any form of freshening and cleansing in the morning in preparation for davening
would be suitable.” [2] The Rashba understands that we give thanks to God for giving us another day of life. Washing
our hands is a preparation for the kedusha of our daily avodat Hashem - like a Cohen approaching the Mikdash. In this
respect, the washing has all the requirements of ritual washing for the Mikdash, with water and a kli.”

D] RUACH RA'AH

D1] TALMUDIC SOURCES
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The Gemara, in a separate sugya, gives a strong warning against touching the eyes, ears, nose and other body orifices
before hand-washing in the mornings. Someone who does so deserves to have their hand cut off!! The Gemara describes
a ‘bat chorin’ - a free (evil) spirit which rests on the hands and can only be removed after washing three times.
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Rashi explains that this spirit is called ‘ruach ra’ah’.
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In a list of famous sixtieths (ie a taste of something), Chazal states that sleep is a sixtieth part of death.’

6. Hence the discussion in the Rishonim as to whether the beracha in such circumstances should be ‘al nekiat yadayim'.
7. In practice, the accepted view in halacha is to wash one’s hands if either the Rosh or the Rashba deem it necessary, however, we only recite a blessing if the washing is required by
both the Rosh and the Rashba
8. The hashkafic perspective is important. For Jews, life is about being conscious, focused, active and productive. Sleep, whilst physically necessary, is lacking in all these critical
aspects and thus is lacking in the key elements of life, rendering it a ‘taste’ of death.
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In the halachic discussion concerning washing on Yom Kippur, the Gemara states that a mother should wash one hand
before touching food and giving it to her baby. The problem is ‘shivta’.
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Rashi explains that the concern is ‘ruach ra’ah’ due to unwashed hands. He identifies this as a demon called ‘shivta’.

D2] KABBALISTIC SOURCES

« Although the Gemara is very concerned about touching certain parts of the body before washing in the morning, it does not mention
any restriction on walking before washing.
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The Zohar introduces a kabbalistic perspective on ruach ra’ah - an evil spirit (distinct from halachic tuma) - which rests
on certain things at certain times. In particular, when people have been asleep at night, and their soul has been
somewhat detached, they awake with a residual ruach ra’ah resting in their hands. This must be removed by washing in
the morning. Anything touched before the hands are washed (such as clothes or food) can be affected and infected by the
evil spirit. As such, it seems that handwashing should be the very act performed upon awaking.

D3] HALACHIC INTEGRATION
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The Tur (early 14C) quotes the concern of ruach ra’ah which must be removed.

* This kabbalistic reason brings with it many halachot and chumrot, including:

- the need to pour the water into another bowl and not pour it onto the floor.

- not to benefit from the water after washing.

- to wash 3 times on alternate hands®.

- not to touch any body orifices before washing (at risking of causing serious illness).
- not to touch food before washing.

« All of these halachot are subsequently ruled by the Shulchan Aruch.
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The Bach (17C Poland) brings a quote from the Zohar (which does not appear in our text of the Zohar and is not brought
in the Shulchan Aruch) that a person who walks 4 amot before washing in the morning is liable to death at the hands of
Heaven - chayav mita! He reasons that the Beit Yosef left out the din since so many people are not careful about it, and
it is better that they should transgress accidently.

9. The kabbalists talk of three levels of ruach ra’ah which are removed by each washing.
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R. Yaakov Reischer (18C, Germany) writes that people are NOT particular (or indeed able) to avoid walking 4 amot and
the Beit Yosef omitted the halacha since it was not mentioned in the Gemara (which makes it fairly clear that people DID
walk around before handwashing). He permits people to rely (for this halacha) on the principle that all the space inside
the house is considered to be halachically equivalent to 4 amot.
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The Chida (18C, Eretz Yisrael), on the other hand, reinforces the position of the Zohar that a person is liable to death at
the hands of Heaven if they walk more than 4 amot before washing; (the Chida clearly upholds this text in the Zohar).
He attests that most people ARE careful about this halacha, and in those situations where this is difficult, people walk
less than 4 amot, stop, and continue (as is sometimes required in hilchot Shabbat).
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The Sha’arei Teshuva (R. Chaim Margulies - 18/19C, Ukraine) is also very concerned at the possibility of walking more
than 4 amot before washing. Where this is very difficult, his advice is not to walk slowly and stop every 4 amot, but to
run in order to minimize the time that the ruach ra’ah is on the person. The lenient approach of the Shevut Yaakov (to
consider the whole house as 4 amot) is rejected, except in situations of real need.

* Note that in both the Birkei Yosef and the Sha’arei Teshuva, the commentary has moved from Siman 4 of the Shulchan Aruch to
Siman 1, right at the beginning! This is because the halachic issues are now operative immediately upon awaking, rather than a little
later, as indicated in the Gemara, the Rambam, and the Shulchan Aruch.

990 7HN I8 O PO B3 H™T T HIE £'OM 30 IHEXE qH T MY 1L D5 W/ IEN INVPED PM .. 22

W % PHY OPINT DNDE DD OO ... DHMLD PIY M D DIEN M W THNY L3 D N3D MOby PO Lr3

951903 1L PN PIBT HID HET 1D DIIED MVED 301 .H"IN DIND PID DNDL EDID VP3N DIP 1303 MH O3

DD OH PPTD POE3 H'D 1D TIMNR5 PH 53H WT DD 10 HDI3 HND PINH Dr HDST H™ 1T XD DD PYY PIDLDS AL

DN MHE TY DF DIEN DTN S35 15 DNOD DTODH DHMLI NI NIVIY NHID B P S OM 1D PHE DND3 DWENLED
:DPDIDD TIVEPD PPTD TINM TI3N AN YN D33 N P 1h DN M HdH

N Y0 992 Mvn
The Mishna Berura rules according to the chumrah of the Zohar and insists that a person must be very careful to wash
while still in bed and certainly not to walk 4 amot with the ruach ra’ah upon him. Again, treating the house as 4 amot is
rejected, except in emergencies. However, where a person does not have water and is awake during the night, they
should certainly not sit idle, but should learn Torah, with all the requisite berachot, before washing properly. For this,
they may rely on the non-kabbalistic sources which permit all morning activity with simple cleansing where possible.

* This reflects the Mishna Berura’s general approach to kabbala and halacha - to accept the kabbala as a chumrah unless it conflicts
with the psak of the Gemara.
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The Aruch Hashulchan also brings the psak of the Zohar and, in accordance with his general approach (as we say in the
previous shiur), he tries to harmonize the Zohar with the Talmud, inferring that the Talmud also requires washing close
to the bed! Although this is a somewhat forced reading of the Gemara, it fits with the Aruch Hashulchan’s position that
there cannot be any actual conflict in halacha between the Zohar and the Gemara.

* Another practical application of this mystical aspect of hand-washing is whether children need to do negelwasser too. If the reason
for washing is preparation for tefilla/thanks to God for being re-created, then there is no reason for children under the age of chinuch
(around 4 or 5) to wash. If the reason is to remove ruach ra’ah, this could also affect younger children.

* Some of the halachic positions are:

- Tzitz Eliezer (7:2): from age of chinuch

- Aishel Avraham!10; from age of chinuch

- Shulchan Aruch HaRav:  from age of chinuch, but ‘holy’ to wash boys from time of brit.

- R. Yaakov Emden!% custom is from chinuch, but with boys it is appropriate to be strict from the brit.
- Rebbe Reshab from when the child is out of diapers

- R. Yaakov Kamenetsky!3: from when the child is able to say a verse in the Torah or answer Amen

- Ben Ish Chait4: all children from infancy - segula to raise pure and holy children!

« In the world of Chassidut, the practice of many was not even to put one’s feet on the floor without washing negelwasser.
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Rav Meshulem Zuscha of Hanipol (18C, Poland) taught that someone who even places his feet on the floor before
handwashing will be plagued by the negativity of his animal soul.
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Rav Alexander Sender Safrin of Komarno (18/19C, Hungary) rules that one may not place his feet on the floor before
handwashing.
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Rav Menachem Mendel Hager - the first Rebbe of Vizhnitz - (19C, Ukraine) fired the cheder rebbe of his grandchildren
for teaching them that they could walk less than 4 amot before negelwasser!

* This is the practice of many chassidim today, including Chabad.
* Other halachic issues related to ruach ra’ah include:

- washing after leaving a toilet or bathroom1s

- putting food under the bed

- mayim acharonim

- eggs and garlic left overnight

10. Botchetch - on S.A.
11. In his siddur.
12. Ishkavta D’Rebbi p137.
13. Emet L'Yaakov on Shulchan Aruch.
14. Toldot 10.
15. One contemporary question will be the extend to which our super-clean bathrooms, and even toilets, still have a din of ruach ra’ah. This will impact on whether washing with a kli is
needed or not.
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Rav Ovadia Yosef asks whether one must wash before making a beracha on water or on thunder in the middle of the
night. Even though the Zohar would prohibit this, Rav Ovadia rules that the Gemara and poskim would permit it."’

E] SHOULD WE BE BOTHERED BY RUACH RA'AH TODAY?

E1] HALACHIC POSITIONS WHICH REJECT RUACH RA'AH

P1Y DD PHE D5 D3 PESY IO PH DNVIL DN ... .DMIDE PO HXE DI OO INED DYI MY LI - NNDY Own 28,
DD DY NI 5P IS PHE NS PO 1BH3 INE DYY

Y NDY MaOn
Tosafot rules that people are much less bothered about ‘ruach ra’ah’ since there are no evil spirits in their times and
society. So too, people are not concerned with drinking uncovered liquids, or with items that come in pairs.
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The Lechem Mishne infers that the Rambam is also not concerned about the concept of ruach ra’ah since he does not
require washing 3 times in the morning (as do the Tur, Shulchan Aruch and later poskim).

* However, it is difficult to rely on such halachic positions in the Rishonim when the clear position in the Shulchan Aruch and the

mainstream acharonim (Sefardi and Ashkenazi) is to be concerned for ruach ra’ah. The most solid heter of the Acharonim is that of the
Shevut Yaakov - see source 19 above.

E2] AVRAHAM BEN AVRAHAM - THE GER TZEDEK OF VILNA
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Although Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach was himself particular to wash negelwasser without walking more than 4 amot,

he had the Litvish mesorah that the ruach ra’ah in the mornings was significantly reduced by the martyrdom of the Ger
Zedek of Vilna.

16. Many poskim DO require washing before making a beracha. Some permit rubbing one’s hand on the sheet or blanket. Touching food will require washing. A similar question is
whether a nursing mother must wash her hands before nursing a child in the middle of the night. Here the issue may be more serious since she is likely to put her hand into the
baby’s mouth. See https://www.matan.org.il/en/qna/netilat-yadayim-when-waking-for-a-baby/
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31. The second potential heter traces itself back to tragic death of The Ger Tzedek of Vilna. The Ger Tzedek of Vilna (c. 1700 - May
23, 1749), also known as Count Valentine Potocki, was a Polish nobleman of the Potocki family who converted to Judaism
and was burned at the stake by the Roman Catholic Church because he had renounced Catholicism and had become an
observant Jew. Harav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach zt”l reported that there is a tradition that the Vilna Gaon zt”l said that when
the Ger Tzedek was killed he sanctified G-d’s name to such a degree that the ruach ra’ah of the morning was strongly
diminished. Harav Avigdor Neventzal shlita explains, in the name of Harav Shlomo Zalman, that the tradition from the Vilna
Gaon that the ruach ra’ah on hands was nullified with the death of the Ger Tzedek applies only to laws of the Zohar (such as
not walking four amos) and not the Talmud Bavli (such as not touching bodily holes) and since this law is sourced in the Zohar,
there is reason to be lenient. However, as noted above most authorities, including the Mishnah Berurah, make no comment of

this leniency.

Netilas Yadaim In The Morning (Part 2), Rabbi Avi Zakutinsky"’

F] A NOVEL HASHKAFIC PERSPECTIVE ON DEMONS IN TODAY'S WORLD
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R. Yaakov Kamenetsky explains that the power of ‘evil spirits’ is proportional to power of ‘holy spirit’ in the world. As
we moved from a consciousness of the reality of prophecy and the power of the word of God in our lives, we also moved
away from influence by parallel negative powers. R. Yaakov proposes a ‘dual reality’, whereby the spiritual powers of
demons are real for those who believe in them and not for those who do not. Of course, this is an idea in machshava and
NOT in halacha, and, as we saw above, R. Yaakov Kamenetsky was in practice strict on the halachic practice of
negelwasser!

* |n summary!s;

(i) All agree that the halacha requires handwashing in the morning before tefilla. Where water is not available, this can be achieved by
cleansing the hands in whatever way is possible.

(ii) One should be careful not to touch certain parts of the body before washing.

(i) On the issue of walking around the house before washing, most Acharonim are strict and require washing withing 4 Amot of the
bed, unless in a situation of need. Some Acharonim are lenient to allow walking inside the house. The custom of some Litvish
Ashkenazim is to lenient on this.

(iv) On waking in the night to drink water, many poskim require washing before the beracha, but some are lenient to wipe the hands.
Before touching food or body orifices (including of a baby) hand washing is required.

17. https://www.ou.org/torah/halacha/practical-halacha/netilas-yadaim-morning-part-2/
18. Although all practical halachic questions should be put to your own rabbinic advisor.
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