Torah Talks: Hand Washing Before Bread—Halachah or Obsession?

Let’s talk about Netilat Yadayim before bread, because for many people, it’s turned into
something it was never meant to be: a complicated, anxiety-filled ritual that causes more stress
than blessing.

The Basics
The halachah is very clear:

A person is required to wash their hands before eating bread as a remembrance of the
kedushah (holiness) of the Temple service. That's where this practice came from. But the details
have gotten so layered with customs and stringencies that the original law is almost
unrecognizable.

What's the Halachic Minimum?
One revi'it (about 3.3-3.5 0z.) of water is enough for both hands.

That's straight from Mishnah Yadayim 1:2, which says that even two people can use a single
revi'it to wash their hands.

The Rambam (Hilchot Berachot 6:3) echoes this: if you pour one revi'it over both hands
together, it's valid. That’s it. No fancy cup, no three pours, no switching hands, no drama.
Anything beyond that is a stringency—minhag, not halachah.

What About Washing Once in the Morning?
Here’s a major halachah that most people either don’t know or ignore:

You can wash your hands in the morning and have in mind for that washing to count all day for
bread.

This is Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 158:7:
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Translation: If one washed his hands in the morning for cleanliness, some say he doesn’t need
to wash again before meals the entire day, as long as his hands stay clean.



This isn’t a loophole—it’s halachah. It was always part of the system. But back in the day,
people did physical labor—farming, carpentry, tanning, grinding flour. So by lunchtime their
hands were grimy, and it made sense to wash again. But today, most of us sit at desks and tap
on keyboards. If your hands are still clean, there’s no reason to wash again—certainly not with
obsession.

Don’t Invent New Chumrot

A lot of the stringencies that developed over time—pouring three times, not switching hands,
large fancy cups—were based on local customs, not halachic requirements. And they were
developed in a world where Tumah and Taharah (ritual purity) still mattered, or at least where
people were more in tune with that system.

But none of that applies today. We don’t have a Beit Hamikdash. We’re not eating terumah or
kodashim. We’re not tumah-sensitive. So while the original Rabbinic law remains in place, the
stringencies that piled up afterward have no reason to exist anymore.

In fact, if the situation we're in today had existed back then, there’s no question the rabbis would
never have instituted all these extra practices. It made sense for their generation. It doesn’t for
ours.

Obsession is Not Halachah (With a Personal Story)

Let me share something from when | was 19, learning in Ponevezh Yeshiva in Bnei Brak. Friday
night, right before the Shabbos meal, there were hundreds of guys lined up to wash their hands.
Seven or eight sinks, each with the big two-handled wash cups. Everyone waited patiently, and
when they finally got to the sink, they went through this drawn-out ritual: wiping their hands,
pouring three times on each side, switching hands, making sure no part of the hand was
missed.

| watched this and thought, This is madness.

So | walked over to the water fountain. Yep, the same water fountain people would gasp about
you using on Shabbat. There was a tiny cup next to it—barely a few ounces. | took it, poured
once on my right hand, once on my left, and went to my seat.

You should’'ve seen the looks. People thought | wasn't religious. They couldn’t believe someone
would skip the holy line and the 12-step purification ceremony.

But here’s the thing: | did it exactly according to halachah. A single revi'it of water split between
both hands is valid. The Mishnah says so. The Rambam says so. Everything else is extra.



This was a turning point for me—not just about hand washing, but about the difference between
real halachah and the culture of obsession that sometimes takes its place. And I've lived by that
ever since.

So What Should You Do?
Here’s a healthy, halachically sound approach:

1. Wash your hands once in the morning, using as big a cup as you like, pouring up
to three times on each hand if you want.

2. Have in mind that this washing counts for any bread you'll eat during the day.

3. If your hands get physically dirty, or you go to the bathroom or touch something
unclean, then yes—wash again before eating.

4. Don’t make a brachah (“Al Netilat Yadayim”) unless you're washing immediately
before bread, with the standard ritual.

5. Otherwise—you’re covered. No anxiety, no second-guessing, no waiting 30
seconds at a slow faucet while your appetite dies.

Final Thought

Halachah is meant to uplift, not torment. If a religious practice is causing you distress or turning
you obsessive, then you’re doing it wrong—or rather, you’re being taught wrong. We’re not here
to worship ritual. We’re here to serve Hashem with joy, clarity, and a clean, healthy soul.

Let’s keep the halachah, drop the obsession, and eat our bread in peace.



