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The Flame and the Candle in Judaism
Hazzan Menes

THE MEMORIAL CANDLE

In most instances, symbolic artifacts accompany symbolic acts and

utterances, although at times we find these objects accompanying either

a recitation or an act, but not both. In this chapter, we will limit our

examination to a single group of practices in which symbolism is central,

namely, the candle (or lamp), which appears in an extremely diverse range

of Jewish customs. Itzchak Ganuz wrote a fine and comprehensive article1

on this motif, beginning his discussion as follows:

The candle accompanies the Jew from birth to death, and even after

his decease the flame of the candle flickers to commemorate2 the

departed. Numerous customs, symbols, and motifs, which are deeply

enrooted within Jewish culture throughout its history and dispersions,

have been associated with the candle. The candle combines within
it both the material and the spiritual realms. The expression "ner

neshamah [literally, 'candle of the soul']"3 defines that wonderful

and diverse essence that Jewish culture has imparted to this concept.

The multifaceted motif of the candle represents the joyful and the

miraculous in the Life of the individual and of the nation as one; the

commandment; memory and identification; and expresses the honor

afforded both the living and the dead. According to the sources, the

candle is used for light; to fulfill the commandment (of Hanukkah), without deriving

any benefit from its use; and to give honor or for rejoicing. These three
principles are the foundation stones from which these customs spread
forth.

This subject is as broad as the sea, and a single survey is capable
of drawing forth only a minuscule fraction of the plethora of material
that exists on this subject. For each custom, symbol, or motif has its
own background from which it evolves, the sources from which it

nourished, grows, and develops, and the diverse colorations it assumes
in the different Jewish communities.

Ganuz then examines the candle as a symbol of life, a motif that has its 
basis in the verse "The lifebreath of man is the lamp of the Lord" (Prov.
20:27). And in the words of Rabbi Eleazer ben Judah of Worms (the author
of Rokeah), in his book Hokhmat ha-Nefesh:' "The soul is the lamp of its 
Creator, as it is said, 'The lifebreath of man is the lamp of the Lord.” “A
certain Galilean" expounded on this before Rav Hisda:

The Holy One, blessed be He, said: [...I The soul that I have planted 
in you is called a lamp, thus, I have enjoined you concerning matters
of the candle. If you observe them, it is well; but if not, I will take 
your soul.6

The candle accompanies man from before his birth: while he is still in his

mother's womb, "A light burns above its head and it looks and sees from

one end of the world to the other,"' and at the end of his life, his dying is

compared to the fading of the candle. Tractate Semahot8 teaches:

We may not close the eyes [of a dying man]. Whoever touches him

and moves him is a murderer. Rabbi Meir would compare him to

a dripping candle, which if someone were to touch it, he would
immediately extinguish it. Similarly, anyone who closes the eyes of
a dying person is regarded as if he releases his soul.

Ganuz further relates (p.30):
Among Moroccan Jews, it was customary to light two candles on the

wedding night, one for the groom and the other for the bride. It was

said that the one whose candle was extinguished first would be the

first to die.9

This belief has its origin in the Talmud, where we read:

One who wishes to learn whether he will live through the year or

not should, during the ten days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom

Kippur, kindle a lamp in a house in which there is no draft. If the lamp

continues to burn, he shall know that he will live through the year.

This concept was later expressed in a practice in Eastern European cities

and towns: during the day on which the "Thirteen Attributes" penitential

prayers were recited, during the Ten Days of Repentance, women would

engage in the making of candles for Yom Kippur. They would make two

candles for the family: one, a ner neshamah in memory of the deceased,

and the other, a "ner hayyim" ("candle of life"), or "ner ha-bari," on behalf

 of the living. If the ner hayyim continued to burn until totally consumed,

this was an accepted omen that the owner of the candle would complete his

year; and if, Heaven forbid, the candle were to be extinguished, this was a

sign that the candle's owner would not see the end of the year. To prevent

the owner of a candle that was extinguished from becoming alarmed, the

practice evolved of each person entrusting the synagogue beadle with his

ner hayyim, "who will put it among other candles so that the person will

not know the identity of his candle."" Based on this belief, Rabbi Moses

Isserles rules:
If a person's candle is extinguished on Yom Kippur, he rekindles it

in the evening after the departure of Yom Kippur, and he does not

extinguish it again, but rather lets it burn its full course. He should take

upon himself that, during his entire lifetime, he will not extinguish his

candle in the evening after the departure of Yom Kippur, neither he

nor anyone else.13

Also of interest is the following passage from the book Hemdat Yamim (attributed

to Nathan of Gaza; Constantinople, 1635 [photocopy: Jerusalem, 1970]), "Yamim

Noraim [Days of Awe]," 62a-b:

This I have seen: it is the practice of many of the God-fearing to send oil on the

eve of Yom Kippur to every synagogue, in order to fulfill their vows, for people

visit one another in their celebrations and freely offer oil for lights, and I was

pleased by their practice, and the intent is payment of their vows before Yom

Kippur, for the above reason. And additionally, that they light from it on Yom

Kippur itself, for the kindling of lights on this day is a very great matter, and it

was stated in the Zohar, P i n h , as follows: "Regarding the benei heikhala, on

the ninth of the month [9 Tishei - the eve of Yom Kippur], to be joyful [...I, just

as Israel fast for their sins, that atones for them, the celestial mother makes her

countenance radiant to the Matrona [i.e. the Shekhinah looks favorably upon the

people of Israel]." It therefore is customaq to have many lights in the synagogue,

to teach of the upper lights that join together to the Shekhinah [the source ofj

our strength, that is called nun-resh [i.e. ner = candle]. It is good for a person to

have the intent when he kindles his lamp, to illuminate the upper lights above,

for the lower 1i.e. ea~thlya] wakening [i.e. spiritual improvement] results in the

upper [i.e. celestial] awakening. And it was said in the Zohar, Bamidbar4b, that

the lights are like the shofar on Rosh Hashanah, to cancel the accusers and to

arouse compassion; see there. It was also said, regarding the intent of the lights,

that nun-resh [=lamp, candle] has the numerical value of 248, corresponding to

the limbs in the human-bodpUeeremaining 2 [ner = 2501 being the [two

elements ofl nafsho ruho Piterally, "his soul, his spirit"]. The intent is that if a

person is liable to [death by] burning, that light, that burns with a flame, will be

as if his body and soul have been burnt; and this means: the wax that drips from

it, is as if his fat and blood are dripping on the altar, and all 248 of his limbs are

completely consumed as burnt-offerings. It therefore was said that if these lights

are extinguished, it is a had omen for a person, Heaven forbid, that indicates the

extinguishing of his soul and his spirit, and his candle will not serve as his proxy,

exchange [from the pre-Yom Kippw kaparot ceremony], and remembrance.

The early ones already wrote that if this happened to someone, he should

rekindle them in the evening after the departure of Yom Kippur, that they not be

extinguished again, he rather leaves them before the sanctuary of the Lord [to

burn] their full course. It once happened that a rabbi and pious one's light was

extinguished on the night of Yom Kippur, and his heart died within him, for he

said: "So I have died, I am lost." Witbin his great anguish, he entreated with

prayer and great weeping all Yom Kippurregarding this. Nor was his mind at rest

the night after the departure of Yom Kippur. He wore sackcloth and ashes, and,

bemoaning, he greatly repented. He implored: "Please, 0 Lord, do not cause me to

ascend in the midst of my life." He lit his light that had gone out in the synagogue,

before the Ark of the Lord, in the evening after the departnre of Yom Kippur.

People estimated that lamp was sufficient to bum for a night and a day. A miracle

occurred, and it continued to hum until the night of Hoshana Rabhah [i.e. for ten

days]. This was a signthat his prayer had been accepted; the Lord responded to

his entreaty, and no evil befell him. It accordingly seems that all these practices

have a profound root and source, to which the verse 'The lifebreath of man is the

lamp of the Lord" [Prov. 20:271 alludes. Consequently, it is proper and correct

that every person kindle some light or lamp in the synagogue, and it is good that

he thereby intends to fulfill his obligation, if he vowed some [undefined] oil for

light, without specification. And thus was the practice of many.

Much has been written about this book and its attribution. See A. Yaari, Ta'alumat

Sefer (The Mystery of a Book: The Book Hemdat Yamim, Who Composed It,

and What Was the Degree of Its Influence) (Jerusalem, 1954) (Hebrew). See the

bibliography regarding this book in R. Margaliot, "Bibliographical Notes," Aresheth

I (1958), p. 433 no. 854 (Hebrew); idem, "Bihliograpbical Notes 111," Aresheth 4

(1966), p. 497 no. 854 (Hebrew).

Obviously, the extinguishing of candles in excommunication ceremonies is a

symbolic act possessing the same meaning. It is for this reason that full leather

bottles are brought and deflated, a bier is placed before the person being placed under

the ban, and the like (see Enziklopedia Talmudit, Vol. 17, s.v "Herem [Ban]," col.

325; for a description of the ban, see Teshuvat Rav Paltoi Gaon, cited in Teshuvot

ha-Geonim (Lyck, 1864), para. 10; S. Assaf (ed.), Teshuvot ha-Geonim(Jerusalem,

1927; added title page in 1942 edn.: Responsa Geonica), p. 96 (Hebrew); see

H. Tykocinski, The Gaonic Ordimces (Jerusalem, 19591, pp. 59 ff.; and the recent

comprehensive work: I. Schepansky, The Takkanot of Israel (Jerusalem and New

York 1993), pp. 723-34 (Hebrew).
After the departure of the soul from the body, the ner neshamah candle is

lit, in accordance with the dictum of Rabbi (Judah ha-Nasi):I4

When Rabbi was about to expire, he said: "I require my sons." His

sons came in to him, and he instructed them: "Take care regarding

the proper respect of your mother. The light shall continue to burn

in its [usual] place, the table shall he set in its [usual] place, the bed

shall be made in its [usual] place. 
Rashi explains:I5 "[The light shall continue to burn in its place] on the table,

as during my lifetime, for on the eve of every Sabbath he would come to his

home after he had died, as below.'' The reference is to the continuation of the

passage in Ketubot:

'The light shall continue to burn in its place."  What is the reason?

He used to return home at twilight every Sabbath eve. On a certain

Sabbath eve a neighbor came to the door, speaking aloud, when his

handmaiden said: "Be quiet, for Rabbi is sitting [there]." As soon as

he heard this he came no more, so that no disrespect would come to

the earlier righteous ones.16

This, apparently, was the reason for the practice in many Jewish communities

to light candles in cemeteries every Sabbath and festival eve at the tombs

of the righteous.
We shall now devote our attention to the ner neshamah and "the sources

from which it is nourished, grows, and develops."
Rabbi Joseph ben Moses writes in Leket Yosher:19

And he said: The practice is to stand [la-amod = le-ha-'amid, set up]

each of the seven nights after they went to the cemetery a wax candle,

water, and salt (in a small container), in the place where the head of

the deceased rested when his soul departed; and on Sabbath eve, this is

done before going to the synagogue. I recall that I read  this practice

before him [before Rabbi Israel Isserlein]; he shrugged his shoulder,

but, at any rate, he did not tell me to erase it.''

The subject of the lighting of candles already appears in Shibbolei ha-Leket:'
And in our place it was the practice to light a candle each night, all of

the seven [days of the mourning week], where the corpse was washed,

on the ground, to please the soul, that returns and mourns for [the

body] all the seven, as it was said.[...]
By "as it was said," the author of Shibbolei ha-kket refers to what he cited

beforehand, from Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, namely:

[During] the seven days of mourning, the soul goes back and forth

from his home to his burial chamber, and from his burial chamber

to his home, and after the seven days of mourning, the body begins

to split  and decompose and return to the dust as it was, as it is said, "And the 
dust returns to the ground as it was, and the lifebreath returns

to God who bestowed it" [Eccl. 12:7].
The passage from Shibbolei ha-Leket implies that the candle provides light

.for the returning soul, thus "pleasing it."

And similarly, Rabbeinu Bahya writes," albeit in a different style:

It is known that the soul enjoys the lighting of candles, and it goes

about with the delights of majesty and joy. It spreads and expands out

of the enjoyment of the light, because it is a piece of light quarried

from the light of the intellect. For this reason, it is attracted to the

light, that is of a like kind, even though this is a physical light and the

soul is a spiritual light, pure and simple. Accordingly, Solomon, may

he rest in peace, compared it [the soul] to a lamp, for he said: "The

lifebreath of man is the lamp of the Lord" [Prov. 20:271.
of Rabbi Samuel Feibush ben Joseph Katz, M e t Shmuel (Venice, 1694), in the ~- ~~~

name of Rabbeinu Bahya. Rabbi Yossef Ben Naim, Noheg be Hakhmh, ed.

M. Amar (Israel, 1986). p. 154, cites, in the name of Zuhar, Hayyei Sarah: "For by

it [the candle that is lit for the dead in their place, for seven days], it is certainly

satisfactory for the soul."
Qrhot HayyimZ9 also mentions this practice and its reason, although in a

different formulation:

And why is the candle placed on the floor, on the very earth, in the

house of the mourner? So as not to learn from the ways of the Amorite,

for it is said in the Tosefta, Shabbat, that they [the Amorites] would

say: "If a person places the candle on the ground, the dead suffer."

That is to say, it is for this reason that they would place it, by the door,

on the ground, so that the soul would see where to go when it returns

to its house.30

The reference is to T Shabbat 6(7):2: "These are the ways of the Amorites

[...I 'Put a light on the ground, so that the dead may suffer,' 'Do not put a

light on the ground, so that the dead will not s~ffer.'"~T'h is indicates that

the light frightens, saddens, and drives away souls, and definitely does not

29 Vol. 2, Hil. Avel, p. 576.

30 This is understandable on the basis of what we have seen in Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer

(above).

31 See Lieberman, Tosefa ki-Fshutah, Vol. 3, p. 83, with a reference to Rabbi Solomon

lhn Verga, Shevet Yehudah (ed. M. Weiner [Hanover, 18551, p. 82) (= ed. Y. Baer

and A. Shochat [Jerusalem, 19471, p. 113), as follows

The response of the important emissary: that the priest first said that it is written

in the Talmud that a light is to be placed on the ground in the house of the

deceased - he may possibly have dreamed a dream, and this is merely an

ancient practice, that was meant to reject a belief of sorcerers, who said that the

foe who desires to cause distress to the deceased should place a candle on the

Aoor in his house, and therefore they would not place a light on the floor of the

house of the deceased. But we, in opposition to that belief, that is held by the

Amorite people, do place a light on the floor [of the house] of the dead person.

There is a further reference by Lieberman to the article by H. Lewy, Zeitschrif

des Vereins frrr Volkskunde 3 (1893), p. 28, who cites Canon 34 of the Elvira

Synod, from 306: "Cereos per diem placuit in coemeterio non incendi, in quietandi

enim sanctorum spiritus non sunt" (see the additional bibliography listed by Lewy).

Liehennan writes, in summation: "and there is no precise parallel to our Tosefta."

Here we should add the interesting, but somewhat puzzling, custom recorded by

S. Lieherman, Greek and Hellenism in Jewish Palestine (Jerusalem, 1962), pp.

78-79 (Hebrew), namely, that upon a person's death, the lamps were "overturned,"

i.e. snuffed out. He refers us to 4 Ezra 10: 1, 'kuertimus omnes lumina." See Piyyutei

Yannai: Liturgical Poems of Yannai, ed. M. Zulay (Berlin, 1938), p. 189, and

Midrash Echa Zuta, ed. S. Buher (Berlin, 1894), p. 66, which also describe such a

practice.
cause them "pleasure," and seemingly contradicts the thought expressed

in Pirkei de-Rabbi E l i e ~ e r .A~ ~di stinction, however, should be drawn

between two different terms: the "dead" in the Tosefta are demons and other

undesirable destructive agents, who should be kept away from humans, and

who, according to those who follow the ways of the idolaters,33d o indeed fear

the light of a candle. The "dead" of whom Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer speaks,

in contrast, is the soul of the deceased, withii a week of his demise, who

causes no harm, but rather mourns for h~mselfa,n d returns to commune with

his body. Proof for this distinction is to be found in M Berakhot (8:6): "No

blessing may be recited [...I over the lamp or spices used for the dead." The

Talmud explains:34 "What is the reason? The light is kindled only in honor

[Rashi: of the dead]." It could not be said that this is a light connected with

"the ways of the Amorites," because it plainly is forbidden to recite a blessing

over a light used for idolatry.35 In other words, the Mishnah speaks of a lamp

that is in honor of the dead (in the wording of the Talmud), and that "pleases"

the soul (based on the thought in Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer). The "hundreds

of oil-lamps, many with charred mouths, indicating that they were lit once"

that have been found attest to this practice.36 It is inconceivable that all these

were instances of pagan practices.

In many cultures a light is to be kindled in the place of mourning, as a

means of causing the flight of demons (the jnun in the Islamic world). In

order to strengthen their deterrent force against such entities, salt would be

32 A contradiction between the (early) Tosefta and the (relatively late) Pirkei dedabbi

Eliezer should not unduly disturb us. As, however, we shall see below, this

contradiction can be resolved, and there is no discrepancy here.

33 For this concept, see Avishur, "Darkei ha-Ewri."

34 Berakhot 53a.

35 This is also the case for spices used for idolatrous purposes; see the continuation of

the discussion in BT Berakhot loc. cit.

36 Y. Brand, Klei Haheres Besifrut Hatalmud (Ceramics in Talmudic Literature)

(Jerusalem, 1953), p. 65 and n. 260 (Hebrew), cites additional literary sources

for this custom (with a reference to Lieherman). Additionally, Bergman, Jewish

Folklore, p. 37, notes that a wax candle as long as a sick person's thumb is taken

and is buried in the cemetery, as if to say: "So-and-so has already been buried," or

~ ~ ~~-~ uM ay this-cmdkt&etheplace-of ~~:;md=~~~~asortoh.ephcem&-f~~Ure-Yom-

Kippur atonement kaparah). See Grunwald, "Aus Hausapotheke und Hexenkuche"

(above, chap. 15, n. 7), p. 217; A. Ben-Yaakob, "Id el-Ziarah in Baghdad," Edoth

1,l (1945-46), p. 39 (Hebrew) (Avishur, "Darkei h-Emori," does not discuss this

subject).
added ta the lights, since it is a known means of protection against such

fiends.37 The reason is given in a booklet from the island of Djerba3' for the

lighting of a candle to elevate the soul of the deceased:

For the light shuts the mouth of Satan, [preventing him] from accusing,

and drives away the destructive agents, even at night, that is the time

of their dominion, as it is said: "A torch is as good as two [people]."39

For this reason, a candle is to be lit during the entire twelve-month mourning

period.40 Rabbi Isaac Lampronti describes the custom in

It is the practice in Mantua, even in the daytime, to make for the

dying person a wax candle in the shape of the menorah with seven

37 See Minhagei Yisrael, Vol. 1, p. 224. See Westennarck, Ritual and Belief in Momcco,

Vol. 2, pp. 436,451,515-16.526; P. Sartori, "Feur und Licht im Teutengebrauche,"

Zeitschrifl des Vereins fur Volkskunde 17 (1907), pp. 363 ff. According to one

explanation, the light is meant to illuminate the way of the soul to the heavenly

world. See Radford, Encyclopaedia of Superstitions, pp. 52, 86; or, the light keeps

the destructive agents away from the deceased, so that they will be unable to seize

his soul; see Radford, op. cit., p. 57.

Also see Lemer, Shmiras Haguf Vihanefesh, Vol. 2, p. 440 (para. 150:11), who

writes that it is the practice of some people to light candles next to the new mother

of a male son, and especially from the night preceding the circumcision until after

this ceremony (Rabbi David Zacuto, Zekher David Dghom, 17371). Inn. 15 Lemer

quotes Rabbi Issachar Dov Band, Otzar Yad Hayyim (Lvov, 1834?), para. 40:

As regards the lighting of candles next to new mothers of male sons, and

especially on the night preceding the circumcision until after the c~cnmcision;

some place a rooster that night under the bed, see Zekher David 1 :22, that this is

for protection against the destluctive agents that desire to harm the infant prior

to the circumcision. [...I And it is written in the book Zokher ha-Berit [by Rabbi

SolomonZalman, London, Amsterdam 1613?] 3:15, that it is a highly efficacious

charm to have many candles on the night of watching (Wachhacht).

For Wachtnacht (the night preceding the circumcision), see: Trachtenherg, Jewish

Magic and Superstition, pp. 106, 157, 170-72, and more. See Leket Yosher, above.

38 Rabbi J. Guedj, Hesed ve-Emet (Djerba, 1895 [19381), p. 47.

39 Berakhot 43b, where the full text reads: "Rav Zutra ben Tobiah said in the name

of Rav: A torch is as good as two, and moon[light] as three." Rashi explains: "'A

~~~ ~~~~ ~ ~ ~ ~~ ~~ ~ torch' - as two people, concerning the one who goes forth at night, for the Master

said: A single person should not go forth at night."

40 Cited by Rabbi Y. Avida, "Chapters in the History of Yahrzeit," Sinai 14 (1951),

p. 68 (Hebrew).

41 Pahad Yitzhak, s.v. "Gases [A Dying Person]" 7, Vol. 2, 22a.
lamps,42 perhaps in an allusion to "The lifebreath of man is the lamp of

the Lord" [Prov. 20:27], and to drive away demons and [evil] spirits,

as it is said in the Talmud, "A torch is as good as two."43

The conception at the base of this practice, according to the above sources,

is that the primary task of the candle is to distance the destructive agents

from the house of mourning, and perhaps the seven lamps are to drive away

the seven evil spirits referred to above (chap. 15). In line with this idea, salt

was also added, to reinforce the means of defense against the Sitra Ahra.

The Jewish sources, however, also offer an additional explanation, namely,

that the candle provides "pleasure to the returning soul" (in the wording of

Shibbolei ha-Leket, cited above). The author of Hemdat YamimM wrote, in

a similar vein:

A person should also take care to kindle a light in honor of the soul

of his father and his mother throughout his [mourning] year, and the

deceased will derive pleasure. For on Sabbath eve they come to visit

their h0use.4~ [...I For all these reasons, the sages of antiquity saw fit

to enact that every .person shall burn in his house a special light for

the soul of the dead. And so, today as well, Ashkena~imm~a~in tain

this practice, and take great care regarding it. Rashal [Rabbi Solomon

42 We have found the practice of lighting seven candles for the Sabbath. See Magen

Avraham, Orah Hayyim 263: 1; Rabbi Isaiah Horowitz, Shenei Luhot ha-Berit; Be'er

Hetev, in the name of Rabbi Isaac Luria; Kaf ha-Hayyirn, and more. See Rabbi J.

Lewy, Minhag Yisrael Torah (North Bergen, NJ, 1990), p. 298. See also Hemdat

Yamim, Vol. 1, Shabbat, 32a. See Minhagei Esrael, Vol. 5, p. 163.

43 Zlotnik, n. 6. SeeMinhagei Yisrael, Vol. 4, p. 256, the practice of Habad (Lubavich)

Hasidism to light five candles during the shivah mourning week, and on the

anniversary of the death - is this not a sort of hamsah (the amuletic "hand of

Fatimah" with five fingers] that protects against the destructive agents?

44 Vol. 1, "Shabbat," 33b.

45 As did Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi (Ketubot 103a), cited above. For the seven candles, see

above, n. 41.

46 Which is not the practice of Sephardic Jews. See Zlomik, op. cit., p. 68, who also

quotes a letter by Rabbi Meir Ouziel (the late Rishon le-Zion [Sephardic Chief

Rabbi] 1945-58) that concludes: "And know that in the Sephardic communities,

~- ~~~ ~~ this practice of lighting caidles~onthean niversaqof parents' deaths was neither

accepted nor observed. Rather, this is their custom: to provide all the oil required

for lighting the synagogue on the Sabbath preceding the anniversary of the death

[...I (when a person was called up to the Torah, he was called "the kindle1 of the

lights")." See also Zimmels, Ashkenazim and Sephordim, p. 187.
Luria] permitted a non-Jew to kindle a light for the soul of a father or

a mother bein ha-shemashot [at twilight - an hour that might already

be the Sabbatl11.4~

In many communities, it was also customary to place a cup of water next to

the ~andle.B4~ra uer reports that this was the practice of the Jews in Amadia,

in Kurdi~tan.4L~ib yan Jews also "were accustomed all the seven days of

mourning to put in the place of the deceased two glass vessels, one full of

water and the other burning."50 A variant of this procedure is to be found in

Morocco. Rabbi Yossef Ben Naim records:51

47 Zlotnik, loc. cit. This ruling by Luria is from his responsa, para. 46, in which he

writes (at the end):

And I similarly heard from an old man who ordered that a nonJew be told on

Sabbath eve, at twilight, to light in the synagogue, for they had forgotten to light

during the day, that was the day on which his father had died, as it is customaq

to kindle a light on [this day] in all the land of Ashkenaz. The reason: since

the world [i.e. evelyone] is carelid regarding [the kindling of] this light, it is

regarded as a great need, and therefore it was permitted, for there is no difference

[regarding the granting of permission] between a great need and an excessive

loss, especially as regards this matter (cited by Goldberg, Penei Barukh 3915,

p. 425 n. 33, with additional sources).

See also Rabbi Ephraim Zalman Margolioth, Mateh Efrayim (Piotrkow, 1908),

Sha'ar 3, in his supplementary Elef ha-Magen, p. 288:

Concerning the lighting of the Yahrzeit candle [...I it is known that the soul

derives pleasure from the lighting of candles, and it goes about with the delights

of majesty and joy. It spreads and expands out of the enjoyment of the light,

because it is a piece of light quarried from the light of the intellect. For this

reason, it is attracted to the light, that is of a like kind [cf. Rabbeinu Bahya,

above]. [...I Accordingly, King Solomon, may he rest in peace, compared the

soul to a lamp, as it is said, 'The lifebreath of man is the lamp of the Lord."

Consequently, every year after the death of his father or mother, or other relatives,

a person kindles a light in the synagogue, that is called "Yahr zeit likhf' [death

day anniversary light], for on this day the soul is permitted to wander, after

having departed from this world.

See also Ma'avar Yabbok, Siftei Emet 15 (ed. Vilna 1927, pp. 173-74), for different

reasons for the lighting of a memorial candle.

48-As was mentioned in Leket Yosher, above. See Greenwald, Kol Bo a1 Avelut, Vol. 1,

p. 261; Vol. 2, p. 96, and more.

49 Brauer, Tke Jews of Kurdistan, p. 167.

50 See Ha-Cohen, Higgid Mordecai: Histaire de la Libye ..., p. 219.

51 Noheg be-Hokhmah, s.v. "Ashashit [Lamp]," p. 156.
I found in a page in an old manuscript, as follows: The practice of our

fathers is [i.e. has the authority ofl Torah, that they were accustomed

to kindle glass lamps in the synagogue; their inside has a bottom layer

of fresh water, above which pure olive oil floats. They did not follow

the practice as is conducted in houses and in courtyards, of lighting in

metal lamps, that contain only oil, and no waterJ2

This may possibly be the source from which the practice in Aden evolved:53

It was the custom in our city [Aden] to turn the bed of the deceased

mortal to the wall, to spread a sheet over it, and to place under it a

burning lamp on a pottery vessel all three daysJ4 And on the third

day, the lamp together with the vessel are smashed on the grave of the

deceased. There is a support for this in the Midrash and in the Zoh.ar.ss

52 He then provides an exegetical reason for this (that it corresponds to the four types

of court-imposed death penalties), and an esoteric reason.

S3 Rabbi Samuel ben Joseph Joshua, Nahalat Yosef, PPa Two, fol. 21b.

54 See above, n. 25, the quotation from Gen. Rabbah 100:7, p. 1290, that "mourning

is at its most intense on the third day," and the passage from PT Moed Katan cited

there. Alheck, Gen. Rabbah, 1. 4, prefers the version of the PT, that the mourning is

most intense for all of the first three days, and not only on the third day, bringing

further sources in support of his view. "And after three days the cup breaks by

itself' (PT Moed Katan, loc. cit.), and then the soul departs. This app'arently is the

time to smash the lamp with its vessel, as if to release the soul. It should be noted

that according to the Iranian religion, the "urwan," the parallel of the Jewish soul,

passes over to the place of judgnlent after having tamed in the vicinity of the body

for three days. See W.W. Malandra, An Introduction fa Ancient Iranian Religion

(Minneapolis, 1983), p. 104.

55 See above, the reference to Zohar, Hayyei Sarah. See Bergman, Jewish Folklore,

p. 18. The breaking of the vessel is reminiscent of the burial custom of Meshed

Jewly, that after the washing of the corpse the rabbi of the congregation encircled

the body seven times, with each circuit accompanied by the breaking of one of the

small, water-filled clay vessels that were placed for this purpose on the table near

the corpse (see above, beginning of chap. 15). Benayahu, Studies in Memoly of

the Rishon Le-Zion R. Yirzhak Nissim, pp. 179-80, quotes Abraham Moses Luncz,

"Religiose und soziale Gebrauche der Israeliten im Heiligen Lande," Jerusalem

(Viema,~l882)~(-Hebrew-L)u; 'uh Eretz-Esrael 4, p--2L ::When the members~of

the [burial] society leave with the deceased from the entrance to his house, the

beadle of the society breaks a pottery vessel on the threshold of the house, and

proclaims: "By the ban of Joshua son of Nun, that all his offspring shall not follow

his bier to accompany him until the members of the society have returned from
. In a location, however, where prayers are held, the lamp burns all seven

[morning days], both by day and by night.

Apparently, the clay vessel on which the lamp was placed was (originally)

filled with water, as is the practice of North African Jews.56

Y.H. Zlohlik thoroughly examined the "prohibition against drinking water

at t~ilight,"a~nd~ p rovided copious sources that teach of the importance of

water for the dead, from which we learn that anyone who drinks water at

twilight any day of the year steals from his dead; there are dead in the Garden

of Eden who stand over springs, with their tongue above the water, wanting

to drink, but the water does not reach them. It would seem, in accordance

with this tradition, that the cup is intended to give water to the dead, to cause

them additional "pleasure."

It was such a "popular" reason, an actual "superstition," that probably

aroused the ire and opposition of some of the later poskim. Rabbi Abraham

Danzig writes in Hokhmat

[The custom] of placing a flask of water and a tablecloth (in the house

of the deceased all the seven days) constitutes Amorite practices, and

this cust6m must he halted.

the cemetery." And following Luncz, Rabbi Isaac Alfayah also writes (Kunteres

ha-Yehieli, "Cemetery," 8b): "A pottery vessel or shards of a pottery vessel are

broken at the entrance to the house, on the outside, and the ban of Joshua son of

Nun is issued and decreed for all his offspring, that they are not permitted to follow

his bier." It would seem, therefore, that this breaking of the pottery vessel is a part

of the "ban" ceremony, possibly similar to "the in0ated sbin-bottles that are broken"

during the ban ceremony (A& ha-Shalem, s.v. "Heset," Vol. 5, p. 229a).

Similar customs are also to be found among non-Jews, albeit for differentreasons.

See, e.g., Westemck, Ritual andBelief in Morocco, Vol. 2, p. 481, that in Mequinez

in North Africa, the Muslims place jugs filled with water on the grave, so that the

deceased will be able to slake their thirst at the time of their resurrection.

56 In Yemen, "A candle is left burning all the seven days of mourning in the place

where the corpse was washed, and a perforated clay vessel is inverted over it so that

it will not be extinguished" (Y.L. Nahum, Mi-Tzefunot Yehudei Teiman [From the

SecrersofYemenire few?] [Tel Avi

57 "Some Sabbath Aggadot and Customs," pp. 17-23. See C.M. Horowitz, Uralte

Tosefa's (Tosfata Atikara), Vol. 5 (Frankfurt a.M., 1889), pp. 66 ff.

58 Hokhmat Adam, "Matzevet Moshe," Hil. Avelut, "Hanhagat Hevra Kadisha [Burial

Society Practices]," para. 13.
Whenever the opportunity arose I attempted to fight against a worthless

practice, that is frequently to be found. It resembles the practice that

is very common among the Christians6' in their homes, to place a flask

of water, a sheet, and a burning lamp for the soul of the person who is

departed, so that it will bathe before approaching the throne of the

eternal Judge.

The author of Sefer Toledot Men~hern,~on' the other hand, complains against

Danzig, and seeks to defend the practice of placing a full cup of water and a

tablecloth next to the memorial lamp, since the soul descends every day of

the thirty-day sheloshim mourning period. It is also written in Va-Yelakket

Yosej6=

That is, the reason why it is customary to place a glass cup filled with

water in the house of mourning and to light an ~il-lampis~ th~a t the

lamp of the oil for lighting alludes to the soul [...I and the water alludes

to the material [...I and the glass vessel alludes to the resurrection [...I

-if it breaks, it can be repaired.64

This explanation, therefore, is entirely allegorical and symbolical. Interestingly,

59 Hayyei ha-Yehudim be-Ashkenaz be-Yemei ha-Beinayim, pp. 57-58.

60 For the German belief that the dead are in need of bathing, see Wuttke, Der deutsche

Volksaberglaube der Gegenwui?, p. 472, para. 753; see Zlomik op. cit., pp. 22-23.

61 Rabbi Salamon Schuck, Sefer Toledot Menahem, "Szidur Haminhagim" (Munkacs,

1888), paras. 18, 19.

62 Rabbi Joseph Finzi, Va-Yelakket Yosef (Belgrade, 1842), 19b.

63 The intent is specifically to an oil lamp. See Rabbi Baruch Pinhas Goldberg, Penei

Barukh (Jemsalem, 1986), 10:1, p. 108; Tykocinski, Gesher ha-Hayyim, Vol. 1,

p. 98, based on Tikkunei ha-Zohar (7ikkun 19:281).

64 Based on Boskowitz, Ma'amar Esther; Derush 6, Ma'amar 2. See Zlotnik, "Some

Sabbath Aggadot and Customs," p. 21, who provides additional sources in defense

of the practice. The fact that glass vessels (in contrast to clay ones) can be repaired is

mentioned in several places in the rabbinic sources. For example: "If glass vessels,

although made by the breath of flesh-and-blood beings, can be repaired when broken,

then how much more so flesh and blood [=man], who is created by the breath of the

-- ~ ~~~~ Holy One, blessed be He" (Sanhedrin 91a); "Just as gold vessels and glass vessels,

though they be broken, can be repaired, so, too, a Torah scholar, even though he has

sinned, has a remedy" (Sagigah I%), and more. See A. Shenhar, "Glass Implements

in Jewish Folk-Belief and Folk-Literature," Yeda-'Am 19 (45-46) (1979), pp. 45-50

(Hebrew).
in Kol Bo a1 A v e l ~ tt,h~e ~pl ace of the glass cup is moved from the floor,

where it (and the lamp) are situated in all the sources we have seen so far,

to the windowsill. Consequently, Rabbi Greenwald could explain the custom

in a more rational manner, stating66 that the reason was "so that passersby

would know that mourning was being observed there." Is there no other way,

however, to inform those passing by that this is a house of

As we have seen above, the command by Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi that "the

light shall continue to bum in its [usual] placexb8 could hardly have been

intended to drive away demons. Rather, this practice has seen the convergence

and intermingling of a number of reasons from different worlds: the mundane

with the holy, the impure with the pure, idolatrous practices with rabbinic

dicta. This is an extremely common phenomenon in the realm of custom, and,

as this is expressed by Judah Bergrnad9

The breaking of the cup on the wedding day is not meant to exorcise

the demons, but rather to decrease joy and recall the destruction of

Jerusalem. The tossing of wheat on the bride and groom bas come to

symbolize blessing, "that they shall be as fertile and numerous as wheat";

65 Vol. I, p. 261; Vol. 2, p. 96.

66 Vo1. 2, p. 96.

67 Greenwald also offers additional reasons, such as: to allude to the fact that only two

elements -fire and water - remain, for the spirit returns to God, and the dirt rehms

to its place (Rabbi Joseph Schwartz, Hadrat Kodesh [Oradea, 19301, 47b), and the

like. Rabbi A.L. Hirsbovitz, Otzar Kol Minhagei Yeshurun2 (Israel, 1970), 726, pp.

305-306, offers a logical reason for the source of the custom:

In my humble opinion, this is because it was instituted to pray in the house of the

deceased, and prior to prayer the hands must be washed, as is explained in Orah

Haqyim 92. Now, in the synagogue, the basin is ready in the synagogue courtyard

and the hands axe washed there. It therefore was instituted to prepare a cup of water

in the house of mourning for the washing of the hands. The cup was placed in a

special and prominent place, near the burning light, so that it would be ready for

those entering. Over the course of time, however, the reason was forgotten, and it

was thought that this, too, is a mader relating to the deceased.

In a similar manner we may also explain the role of the cloth, which joins together with

the water, namely, to wipe the hands. See also the proposal by Trachtenberg, Jewish

Magic and Superstition, p. 177, who thinks that the most reasonable explanation for

the water and the cloth is so that the Angel of Death will be able to rinse and then

wipe his sword(!).

68 Ketubot l03a.

69 Bergman, Judaism: Its Soul and Lqe, p. 83.

and the casting of salt on the bride and groom, which was considered

to be a charm against the destructive agents, has become a propitious

sign: and why is salt cast - as it is written, "an everlasting covenant of

salt" [Num. 18:19]. It was the custom among the [non-Jewish] peoples

for a bride to cast a coin to the eath upon leaving the house of worship,

as a charm against sorcety; among the Jews of Ashkenaz, in contrast,

the coins that were thrown at the bride and groom would be given

to the poor. Among the non-Jews, coins would be placed before the

bier of the dead as an offering to the demons, while at Jewish funerals

charity is customarily given to the indigent, and a cham against the

destructive agents was transformed by Judaism into a charitable act [see

above, chap. 151. The Light that is kindled for the deceased after the

departure of his soul is not intended to drive away the spirits, it

rather alludes to the soul that departs from the body, recalls the life

of the World to Come, or is because of the honor of the Divine Presence,

that comes to receive the soul.

The "mother's milk" of the practice may be in the world of superstition,

but as it "matured" and developed, it assumed a purely symbolic religious

character. Bergman continues:

Superstition defiled what was pure in religion, desecrated and debased

the sacred, until it became an act of sorcery and witchcraft?OThe Jewish

70 As one of the innumerable examples of this, see H. Schwarzbaum, "Some Hebrew

and Aramaic Formulae, Spells and Practices Designed to Allay and Calm a

Tempestuous Sea," Yeda-'Am 20 (47-48) (1980), p. 58:

Tremendous power is also concealed within the piece of matzah of the "afikoman

[eaten at the conclusion of the Passover Seder]," by means of which the raging

storm is appeased. We read in the midrash Gen. Rabbah 5:4 [35]:" R. Jobanan

said: The Holy One, blessed be He, stipulated with the sea that it would split

before Israel; thus it is written, 'the sea retuned to its normal state [le-eitano]'

(Ex. 14:27)," [i.e.] in accordance with its condition [li-tena'o, meaning, to the

conditions stipulated with it by the Holy One, blessed be He]. At the time of

the Exodus from Egypt, the sea remembered its promise, rent itself asunder, and

formed a path for the Israelites. On the Seder night, Yahatz (that is, the breaking

-- ofthemid&lematzah-into-twoffsymbekzingth e splitting [hatmyah] of the Red

Sea, and the ajikoman is simply the better half of the [matzah ofl Yahatz. When

the piece of afikoman is cast into the sea, the sea recalls the promise that it made

to the Holy One, blessed he He, and it saves those who sail the sea from danger.

And so the afikoman is transformed into materia magics.
Sages, on the other hand, sought to purify and refine the religious ideas

and practices prevalent among the people of Israel, and to liberate the

spirit of our people from the belief in spirits and demons.71

We see, therefore, that over the course of time the light and the cup in

the house of mourning assumed clearly symbolic significance, and came to

represent life and death. As was shown above, throughout the generations,

and within a wide range of customs, the light symbolizes the soul.72 AS

regards the cup of water, it perhaps should be linked with the following

passage that is recited by Yemenite Jews on leaving the cemetery:

0 God, You proclaimed and acted, and You decreed death for all the

living. In trnth, You cause to decay, but do not perish, You bring down

to the netherworld and bring up, and in Your wisdom You have made

death as the cup that is poured for all. The end of the beast is to he

slaughtered, and the end of man is to turn to death. Who is the man

who shall live and not see death, may his soul escape the clutches of

the netherworld, Selah.

71 Cf. Shenhar, "Glass Implements," p. 46. Saul Lieberman expands on this (Greek and

Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, p. 80): 'The Babylonian Amoraim did not declare

war against this superstition; to the contraq, they c o n h ~ e dit and infused it with

Jewish religious content. [...I The same is true for many other ceremonies [...I; their

source may be enrooted in popular superstitions, but the Rabbis reinterpreted them

to the extent that they became rites of truly religious content." The leading work

written in this realm is Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition.

72 Lewy, Minhag Yisrael Torah, Vol. 1, p. 207, cites Palache, Ske'eilot u-Teskuvot

Yafek la-Lev (on Orah Hayyim 154). who wrote that by the merit of our kindling

lights in the synagogue, the Holy One, blessed be He, guards our souls, which are

compared to a light.

73 See J. Kaiih, Halikhot R i m ( Jewish Life in S ~ n a()Je~m salem, 1968), p. 253;

Nahum, Mi-Tzefunot Yehudei Teiman, p. 173, and more.

74 In the piyyut of Rabbi Samuel ha-Nagid, Ha-Nirpah ha-Zeman mi-Mahalato, we

read: "Then he drank from the cup of death and played, as a cup of water, when

you were thirsty, you drank of it." (See: Divan Shrnuel ha-Nagid: The Collected

Poetry of Samuel the Prince, 993-1056), ed. D. Jarden [Jemsalem, 19661, p. 159,

1. 8 [Hebrew]). And, naturally, mention is made of the "cup of poison." See Shenhar,

some connection to the

th tears (cf. Ps. 569:

"put my tears into Your flask"), that was observed in Germany until recently; in

Russia a handkerchief wet from tears was tbrown into the grave. See J.A.E. Kohler,

Volksbrauch ... vis Voigtlande (1867), p. 492; W. vou Schulenburg, Wendisches

In other words, "the cup that is poured for all"74 symbolizes death, and it

'belongs in the house of mourning, next to the ner neshamah.

Volkrthum in Sage, Branch und Sine (Berlin, 1882), p. 280; E Stahliu, Die Schweiz

in romisch Zeit (1927), p. 361; idem, Niederdeutsche Zeitschriflfur Volkrkunde 7

(1932). p. 47. According to one opinion, the purpose of these flasks of tears is to

keep the corpse moist, and prevent it from drying out, thereby replacing the bodily

fluids that have left the corpse, and prolonging the vitality of the body. See Gaster,

Myth, Legend, and Custom in the Old Testament, Vol. 2, p. 759, para. 265. Could

this common practice be the source for the custom under discussion? For the "flask

of tears," see the piyyut by Amittai: "May it be Your will, 0 Keeper of the sound

of weeping,/ that you place our tears in Your flask, to be [...(Dr . Goldschmidt,

Mahzor la-Yamim ho-Nora'im, Vol. 2: Yom Kippur [Juusalem, 19701, p. 664,l. 9);

and the piyyut by Rahhi Abraham Ihn Ezra ("Be-Shem El [By the Name of God]"):

"And he shall place in his flask his weeping, and He will pardon the multitudes of

his sins." Incidental to our mention of the "cup of poison," note should be taken of

the unique practice of Hatam Sofer. Rabbi Hayyim Hamburger relates, in the name

of Rabbi Moses of Nove Mesto (nad Vahom), that it was the practice of the Hatam

Sofer on the eve of every Ninth of Av fast, during the seudah mofseket (the last meal

eaten before the fast), to take a cup in the measure of a revi'ir (a measure of volume)

and cry into the cup until it was filled with tears. He would then drink the tears in the

cup, to fulfill the verse "and mixed my drink with tears" (Ps. 102:lO). Rabbi Moses

also yearned to do so, and on another Ninth of Av eve he wept copiously and filled

the cup with tears. He could not drink even a quarter of the cup, however, before he

vomited and was sick for many days. Amazed by this, he said: "The Hatam Sofer

is capable of doing all, but not another person who is not like him" (H. Hamburger,

Sheloshah Olamot [Three Worlds] [Jerusalem, 1939-461. Vol. 1, p. 27, quoted by

Ashkenazy, Ages in Judaism, p. 242). Although the verse cited here is from Psalms,

it seemingly refers to the verse in Isa. 51:17: "yon who have drained to the dregs

the bowl [kuba'at], the cup of reeling [or, poison - kos ha-tareilah]" (cf. v. 22).

Reshit Hokhmah, Sha'ar ha-Er'ah, chap. 13 ("Masekhet Gehinom") (ed. Jerusalem

1972, fol. 33a, Heikhal2): " h d in this chamber is one official, whose name is Kos

ha-Tareilah, and all those who were executed by the court who drank the cup of

poison in this world were saved from the cup of poison in the World to Come. And

what is the cup of poison? When the soul leaves the body, this official, who is called

Kos ha-Tureilah, seizes him and gives him to drink the cup of poison, that contains

eath,' and the third is

been a sort of symbolic act in this world of the drinking of the cup of poison, of the

tears for the destruction of the Temple, that is efficacious for the life of the World

to Come, but this remains in the realm of conjecture.
Abraham Isaac Kook

The conventional pattern of living, based on propriety, on

the requisites of good character and conformity to lawthis

corresponds to the way of the world of order. Every

rebellionagamst this, whether inspired by levity or by the

stirring of a higher spirit, reflects the world of chaos. But

there is a vast difference in the particular expressions of

the world of chaos, whether they incline to the right or

the left [positive or negative in motivation]. 7he great

idealists seek an order so noble, so firm and pure, beyond

what may be found in the world of reality, and thus they

destroy what has been fashioned in conformity to the

norms of the world. The best among them also know

how to rebuild the world that has thus been destroyed,

but those of lesser stature, who have been touched only

slightly by the inclination to idealism-they are only

destroyers, and they are rooted in the realm of chaos, on

its lowest level.

The souls inspired by the realm of chaos are greater

than the souls whose affinity is with the established order.

They are very great; they seek too much from existence,

what is beyond their own faculties to assimilate. They

whatever is confined within a prescribed measure. They

descended from their divine abode in accordance with

the nature of existence to generate new life; they soared
on high like a flame and were thrust down.'Iheir endless striving knows

no bounds; they robe themselves in various forms, aspiring constantly

to what is beyond the measure of the possible. They aspire and they fall,

realizing that they are confined in rules, in limiting conditions that forbid

expansion toward the unlimited horizons, and they fall in sorrow, in

despair, in anger, and anger leads to-wickedness, defiance, destruction,

and every other evil.lheir unrest does not cease-they are represented by

the impudent in our generation, wicked men who are dedicated to high

principles, those who transgress conventional norms defiantly rather

than because of some lust. Their souls are of very high stature; they are

iUumined by the light that shines from the realm of chaos. lhey chose

destruction and they are engaged in destroying, the world is undermined

by them, and they with it. But the essence of their aspiration is a dimension

of holiness, that which in souls content with measured progress

would yield the vigor of life.

7he souls inspired by a destructive zeal reveal themselves especially at

the end of days, before the great cataclysm that precedes the emergence

of a new and more wondrous level of existence, when the old boundaries

expand,just prior to the birth of a norm above the existing norms. In times

of redemption insolence is on the increase. A fierce storm rages, more

breaches appear, acts of insolence mount continually because they can

find no satisfaction in the beneficence offered by the limited light. It does

not satisfy d their yearnings, nor does it unravel for them the mystery of

existence. lhey rebel against everything, including also the dimension of

the good that could lead them to a great peace and help them rise to great

heights. They rebel and they are indignant, they break and they discard;

they seek their nourishment in alien pastures, embracing alien ideals and

desecrating everything hallowed, but without finding peace.

These passionate souls reveal their strength so that no fence can hold

them back; and the weaklings of the established order, who are guided

by balance and propriety, are too terrified to tolerate them.Their mood is

expressed in Isaiah (33:14): "Who among us can dwell with the devouring

fire? Who among us can dwell with those who destroy the world?"

But in truth there is no need to be terrified. Only sinners, those weak in

spirit and hypocrites, are frightened and seized by terror. Truly heroic

spirits know that this force is one of the phenomena needed for the

perfection of the world, for strengthening the power of the nation, of
man, and of the world. Initially this force represents the reahn of the

chaotic, but in the end it will be taken from the wicked and turned over

to the hands of the righteous who will show the truth about perfection

and construction, in a great resoluteness, inspired by clear perception and

a steady and undimmed sense of the practical.

These storms will bring fructifying rain, these dark clouds will pave

the way for great light, as the prophet envisioned it: "And the eyes of the

blind shall see out of obscurity and out of darknessn(Isaiah 29:18). '[

Excerpts from Abraham Isaac Kook, B e Ligbtr of Penitence, Be MoraiP7inc$le~, Lights
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