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An alphabet connection:  Bread: Lechem Salt, Melach = (לחם)   (מלח) 

(1) The origin: Talmud, Berakhot 40a  

Raba b. Samuel said in the name of R. Hiyya: The one who is about to break bread is not permitted 
to do so until they place salt or relish before each person. Raba b. Samuel visited the house of the 
Exilarch. They set bread before him and he broke it forthwith. They said to him, "Has the master 
retracted his teaching?" He replied, "This bread requires no boshesh." 

(2) A problem in translation: The Arukh (Italy, XI c.) “translation” of Boshesh 

1. Boshesh is a dip with which bread is often eaten. Rava’s answer is that only bread with dip requires 
salt but he was eating plain bread, and therefore did not need salt. The Rosh quotes an opinion 
that accepts this translation. 

2. Boshesh means to wait. Someone who lacks salt need not hesitate but may proceed because the 
bread contains salt. (Rashi’s interpretation) 

3. Without directly translating the phrase, high quality bread does not need salt. (Possibly following 
the first translation.)1 
 
(3) The law: Shulchan Arukh (Orach Chaim 167:5)2 

[Yosef Caro, Sefaradi] A person should not break bread until salt or Liftan (Rashi: everything that is 
eaten with the bread) is brought to him to spread a piece of bread with it. But if it is a clean bread, 
or it has other condiments or salt like our bread, or his intention is to eat Pat Hariba, he does not 
need to wait.  

[Moshe Isserles, Ashkenazi]: In any way it is a “Mitzvah” to put salt in the table before the bread is 
broken because the table resembles the altar and the eating is like the sacrifice… and it protect us 
from calamities (Puranuyiot). 

Reasons to put salt in the bread 

1. Giving more flavor to the bread 

General understanding of the Talmud and many medieval commenters.   

																																																													
1	Source:	http://www.torahmusings.com/2011/06/salt-and-challah/	
2	See	also	Rambam,	Hilkhot	Berakhot	7:3	



2. Imitating the Altar3 

And every oblation of thy meat offering shalt thou season with salt; neither shalt thou allow the salt 
of the covenant of thy God to be lacking from thy meat offering. With all thine offerings thou shalt 
offer salt.” (Leviticus 2:13) 

 “The altar was wood, three cubits high and two cubits long … and he spoke to me, ‘This is 
the table that is before the L-rd.’” (Ezekiel 41:22) 

Like the sages said (Brakhot 55a): “So long as the Temple was in existence, the altar used to atone 
for Israel, but now a man's table atones for him.”… (Mishnah Brurah, Ibid.) 

3. Protection: Brit Melach4  

כשישראל יושבין על השלחן וממתינין זה את זה עד שיטלו ידיהם והן בלא מצות השטן מקטרג עליהם וברית  במדרש
.מלח מגין עליהם  

A Midrash tell us that when the people of Israel are in the table waiting each other until everyone 
had washed their hands, without fullfiling any commandment, the Satan prosecute them but the 
“covenant of the salt” protects them. (Tosafot to Berakhot 40a) 

4. Removing the evil (“other side”) 

Dipping the bread into the salt removes the Sitra Achra from the table (Chid”a in Avodat 
HaKodesh) 

5. Midat Hadin and Midat Harachamim 

The salt represents midat HaDin and the bread Midat HaRachamim. One dips the bread in the salt 
to cover Din with Rachamim. (Kaf HaChaim 167:37) 

6. Cultural convention among many nations 

Bread and salt is a welcome greeting ceremony in many 
European cultures.When important, respected, or admired 
guests arrive, they are presented with 
a loaf of bread placed on a rushnik (embroidered towel). A 
salt holder or a salt cellar is placed on top of the bread loaf 
or secured in a hole on the top of the loaf. In modern 
Russia, on official occasions, the "bread and salt" is 
presented by young women dressed in national costumes 
(e.g., sarafan and kokoshnik).  

																																																													
3	Based	in	the	Rama	and	in	the	Shbilei	HaLeket.	
4 Why is it a “covenant of salt”? What has salt got to do with our bond with G-d? Salt is a preservative that neither spoils 
nor decays. These unique properties make salt the perfect metaphor for G-d’s eternal covenant with the Jewish people. 
(see: http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/484194/jewish/Why-Do-We-Dip-the-Challah-Bread-in-
Salt.htm#footnote1a484194) 



 

How we should do it? 

• Not sprinkle but dip 

The proper method is not to sprinkle the salt on the bread, but to dip the bread in the salt. (Piskei 
Teshuvot, Volume 2, siman 167, end of footnote 40). Indeed, the Mishnah Berurah (167:33 quoting 
the Magen Avrohom) instructs that one dips the bread into the salt. 

• Dip it three times 

The word Lechem is 3 God’s name name: Lechem=78 (Kaf HaChaim 167:37) 

• When we should do it? Only in Shabbat? During the week? 

The minhag of the Chatam Sofer was to not dip the bread in the salt on Shabbat evening because no 
sacrifices were burn on the altar on Friday’s night. (see Divrei Ha-Rav, p. 169; Piskei Teshuvos, vol. 2. 
167:5).) 

• In the absence of salt, what do we do? Can we substitute for sugar? 

Opt. 1. Yafe HaLev suggest that we can substitute with sugar. 

Opt. 2. The Kaf Hachaim says that we should only use salt.  

Opt. 3. Some suggest that we can “dip” it into bread because Lechem and Melach have the same letters 
in Hebrew.  

Opt. 4. Because is a tradition and not a law we may do the blessing without salt.  


