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The origin:  
 
● BT, Berakhot 13b1 

 

The Sages taught in a baraita: The single verse, “Hear, Israel, the Lord is our 
God, the Lord is One”; this is Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi’s recitation of Shema.  
Rav said to his uncle, Rabbi Ḥiyya: I did not see Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi 
accept the kingship of Heaven upon himself, (meaning that he did not 
see him recite Shema.) Rabbi Ḥiyya said to him: Son of noblemen [bar 
paḥtei], when Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi passed his hands over his face in the 
study hall in the middle of his lesson, he accepted the yoke of the 
kingdom of Heaven upon himself, (as his Shema was comprised of a 
single verse.) 

' ה ישראל שמע ר"ת
 ש"ק זו אחד' ה אלהינו
 ל"א הנשיא יהודה' ר של
 חזינא לא יאחי' לר רב
 עליה דמקבל לרבי ליה

 ליה אמר שמים מלכות
 שמעביר בשעה פחתי בר
 עליו מקבל פניו על ידיו
שמים מלכות עול  

 
The law: 
 
● Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 61:5 

 

                                                
1 See also for a parallel source: JT, Berakhot 2:1  



 

They are accustomed to place their hands on their faces during 
the recitation of the first verse in order that one will not look at 
another thing that will restrain him from intending [his heart]. 

 ּפְנֵיהֶם עַל יְדֵיהֶם לִֵּתן נֹוהֲגִין
 ׁשֶֹּלא ּכְדֵי, ִראׁשֹון ּפָסּוק ּבִקְרִיַאת
.ֶׁשּמֹונְעֹו מִּלְכַּוֵן ַאחֵר ּבְָדבָר יְִסּתַּכֵל  

 
Reasons for covering the eyes: 
 

1. While accepting God’s dominion over the entire world, one must direct his eyes in all 
directions and Rabbi Yehuda HaNassi covered his eyes to conceal their movement (Rav Hai 
Gaon, Arukh, Rabbeinu Yonah).  

2. Passing his hands over his face was meant to keep all potential distractions from his sight in 
order to facilitate proper intent (Rosh, Ritvah) 

3. "Hashem Echad" declares that there is no existence outside of G-d and that is why we close 
our eyes saying that there is “nothing else” except for God.  

4. We cover our eyes because it would be difficult to express complete faith in God while 
looking at the pain in the world around us. (Rabbi Ezekiel Landau) 

5. As a way to remember the 10 Commandments fulfilling the verse: “And you shall bind them 
for a sign upon your hand, and they shall be for ornaments between your eyes.”  (Chanoch 
ben Pazi, in his article שמע בקריאת העיניים כיסוי מחוות על ) 

6. Your personal interpretation: 
 
The way to do it: 
 
● With the right hand: 

 
Their hands: it means with the right hand: ימין יד ל''ר. ידיהם  

(Ba'er Hetev on Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayyim 61:5 and Mishnah Berurah 61:17) 
 

○ In judaism preference is always giving to the right 
side. 

○ The Talmud explains that the left hand is use for 
“ordinary purposes” and for that reason usually 
the right hand is used to perform Mitzvot.  

○ According to the Kabbalah the right represent 
kindness while the left represent judgment.  

○ According to most authorities in this case even a 
lefty uses his right hand.  

○ During Shacharit we should grab the Tzitziot with the left hand, cover ourselves with 
the right hand and then pass the Tzitziot to the right hand.  

 
● Forming the name of God: 



 

 
According to Kabbalistic teaching, one should 
cover his eyes during Shema while positioning 
his fingers in the shape of the letters “Shin,” 
“Dalet” and “Yod,” which spell the Divine 
Name of “Sha-dai.” This is done by bringing 
the three middle fingers together, to form a 
“Shin,” and then bending the thumb to 
resemble a “Dalet,” and bending the pinky to 
resemble a “Yod.” One places the three middle 
fingers (the “Shin”) on his forehead, the thumb 
(the “Dalet”) over the right eye, and the pinky 

(the “Yod”) over the left eye.  
 

Extra: A story about accepting the yoke of heaven 
 
● BT, Berakhot 61b 

 

The Gemara relates: When they took Rabbi Akiva out to 
be executed, it was time for the recitation of Shema. And 
they were raking his flesh with iron combs, and he was 
reciting Shema, thereby accepting upon himself the yoke of 
Heaven. His students said to him: Our teacher, even now, 
as you suffer, you recite Shema? He said to them: All my 
days I have been troubled by the verse: With all your soul, 
meaning: Even if God takes your soul. I said to myself: 
When will the opportunity be afforded me to fulfill this 
verse? Now that it has been afforded me, shall I not fulfill 
it? He prolonged his uttering of the word: One, until his 
soul left his body as he uttered his final word: One.  

 זמן להריגה עקיבא רבי את שהוציאו בשעה
 בשרו את סורקים והיו, היה שמע קריאת

 עול עליו מקבל והיה, ברזל של במסרקות
 עד, רבינו: תלמידיו לו אמרו. שמים מלכות
 על מצטער הייתי ימי כל: להם אמר? כאן
 את נוטל אפילו - נפשך בכל זה פסוק
, ואקיימנו לידי יבא מתי: אמרתי,נשמתך
 מאריך היה? אקיימנו לא לידי שבא ועכשיו
 בת יצתה. באחד נשמתו שיצתה עד באחד
 שיצאה עקיבא רבי אשריך: ואמרה קול

.באחד נשמתך  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


