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Chapter One:  Basic Principles of Judaism 
 
 All of rational inquiry and scientific endeavor is based on the assumption that there is an 
intelligible order to the world around us. Were there no such order, it would be meaningless to try to 
discover principles that explain the phenomena we observe in nature. We would instead have to 
accept that the causes of phenomena are random and unintelligible, and to abandon all hope of 
comprehending reality. The success and progress of the scientific enterprise serve as sufficient 
evidence that a rational order does in fact express itself in the physical world. The source of this 
intellectual order is the Divine Mind, of which the scientific principles we discover are only a dull 
and distant reflection.1 This Mind, utterly devoid of any material properties, is God, the cause of all 
existence. It is the highest and most perfect being, to which no other being or entity can be compared 
in any way. 
 Whenever there is an outstanding artist or scholar, he or she sets the standard by which the 
greatness of other artists and scholars can be measured. Sometimes we hear the phrase, “he’s 
intelligent, but he’s no Einstein”, because Albert Einstein was probably the highest exemplar of 
human intelligence known to the populace in this century. In a similar vein, since God is the perfect 
existence, the perfection or excellence of any other form of existence can only be measured in 
comparison to Him. God is Pure Mind, with no material properties whatsoever; therefore, we 
measure the greatness of other forms of existence by the degree to which they partake of intellect or 
mind.  
 Forms of existence without intelligence can only express Mind, but cannot know ideas. The 
fact that they are governed by scientific principles that derive from God’s wisdom makes them 
perfect in their framework, because this is the highest relationship they can have to knowledge. 
Humans, however, have the superior capacity to know and understand the principles that govern 
reality as well as live by them; therefore, their perfection is measured by the degree to which they 
actualize this unique potential. This is what the Torah means when it says that God made human 
beings in ‘His image’. It follows, therefore, that a person who desires to live on the highest plane of 
existence accessible to a human being would devote his or her life to gaining knowledge of God’s 
teachings and creations and then imitating the Divine wisdom, justice and compassion that are 
manifest within them. Via this process that person would become as ‘close to God’ as they could 
possibly be. 
 This objective is not meant to seem dry or provincial in any way. The individual who has 
dedicated his or her life to the pursuit of intellectual illumination is not a boring, overserious, 
repressed monk who forces himself to sit around poring over authoritative texts all day long. On the 
contrary, the person who lives on this plane of existence is deeply emotionally impacted by the 
beauty and grandeur of the wisdom manifest in creation, and cannot help but dedicate his or her 
energies to enjoying it to the greatest degree possible.2 By any standard, the lover of truth, or ‘Man 
of God’, lives an exciting and fulfilling life, constantly drawn deeper into the world of ideas by the 
thrill of a new discovery or breakthrough. In the words of the famous Jewish thinker Maimonides, 
                                                           
1 1In the words of Albert Einstein, "Everyone who is seriously involved in the pursuit of science becomes convinced that 
a spirit is manifest in the laws of the Universe, a spirit vastly superior to man and one in the face of which we with our 
modest powers must feel humble." 
2 Einstein expressed this kind of sentiment beautifully as well: "To know that what is impenetrable for us truly exists and 
manifests itself as the highest wisdom and the most radiant beauty whose gross forms alone are intelligible to our poor 
faculties , this knowledge, this feeling...that is the core of the true religious sentiment. In this sense....I rank myself 
among profoundly religious men.” 
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 "When a person ponders His great and wondrous works and creations and recognizes thereby His wisdom that 
is immeasurable and infinite he immediately loves, praises, and extols and is filled with a great desire to know the 
Supreme Being, as King David stated, ‘my soul yearns for the Lord, the living God.’” 
 
 Similarly, Maimonides wrote, 
 
 "the commandment to love God requires that we analyze and gain an understanding of His commandments, 
statements and actions until we acquire true knowledge of Him and experience by way of this knowledge the ultimate 
enjoyment...”  
  
 There is no need, however, to look any further than the Bible to learn about this concept. 
Jewish personages from time immemorial understood that the life of wisdom was the happiest life 
one could live, and was totally unlike the ascetic, self denying lifestyles exemplified by priests or 
monks. As King Solomon declared, 
  
 “Happy is the man who finds wisdom, and the man who acquires understanding. For the value of it is greater 
than the value of silver, and its gain than that of fine gold. She is more precious than rubies, and all things you may 
desire are not to be compared to her...Her ways are ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace. She is a tree of life 
to those who hold fast to her; happy are those who rely upon her." 
 
 This experience of joy, happiness and passion is the goal toward which all of Judaism directs 
us. Far from encouraging us to run to an ivory tower of book learning and dry, abstract 
intellectualism, we are taught to seek a sort of wisdom that is intimately related to human life and 
experience. Indeed, our everyday experiences should ideally form a springboard and basis for the 
discovery of new ideas that will transform the way we look at the world around us. We will return to 
this point later. 
 
     The Necessity of “Art” 
 
 Anyone who wants to accomplish some objective in a truly efficient manner must approach 
that objective with a clear plan. First, the person must determine what steps need to be taken if the 
objective is going to be achieved. Second, the person has to figure out the best way to actually work 
through those steps. This can be easily seen in the case of most crafts. Before a carpenter sets to 
work, he first selects a product that he would like to fashion. For argument’s sake, let’s say that 
Carpenter Bob wants to design a beautiful oak table of a very specific shape and set of dimensions. 
Once he has acquired the necessary raw materials, he has to outline for himself what steps or stages 
of  work will most smoothly lead to the creation of the table he envisions. Step One might be 
finishing the oak. Step Two might be cutting out the necessary pieces from the raw oak, etc. The 
better Bob’s plan is, the more likely he is to succeed and be efficient.  
 Now, imagine that our character is not Carpenter Bob but is just plain old Bob. To make our 
example even more lucid, let’s place Bob in a time period where carpentry had yet to be developed. 
Bob has no specific skills or established techniques to rely upon when forming a plan to construct 
his table. A combination of ingenuity, creativity, and trial and error experiences will be necessary 
before he is able to discover the best system of table construction possible. In doing so, he would be 
formulating the art of carpentry. This art would take into account the properties of different sorts of 
wood and tools, as well as the steps necessary for producing various items for a range of purposes. It 
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might include different steps for different sorts of tables, chairs, or houses. This art would be a 
tremendous contribution to civilization, and we’d all owe a debt of thanks to Bob. 
 
  
        An Art of Living 
 
 Fascinatingly, art is useful for more than just the production of material things. In fact, it can 
be applied to life itself. Depending on what a person’s goals and priorities are in life, the steps he or 
she will need to take to pursue them will differ. Furthermore, the degree to which a person evaluates 
the materials at his or her disposal and clearly plans an approach to each step of life will effect the 
levels of efficiency and success they attain. Undoubtedly, the first table Bob ever attempted to create 
involved a lot more effort, backpedaling, and mistakes than any subsequent attempt. After many 
attempts and the final discovery of a systematic art of carpentry, table building became a 
qualitatively superior activity. As we will see, the same state of affairs holds with regard to human 
life.  

For example, suppose Jill believes that the highest good toward which a human can aspire is 
the attainment of power and wealth. In order to actualize her vision, she would first have to identify 
a meaningful measurement of success. Let’s assume that achievement of her goal would be identical 
to becoming the CEO of a major company. Second, she would have to determine what steps are 
necessary for the achievement of that goal. The first stage of her pursuit would probably be 
acquiring the skills necessary to function in such a company. The subsequent stages of development 
might include getting hired by a company, advancing through the hierarchy of company positions, 
etc. Within each stage, Jill would also need to work out methods and techniques for achieving 
success. For example, in the first stage, gaining skills, she would have to set up criteria for choosing 
the best training facility, along with techniques for applying, gaining admission, interviewing, and 
maximizing her success in the course of the program. An even more comprehensive set of 
techniques would include methods for scheduling life activities outside of school and making use of 
spare time in such a way as to fully actualize her potential. It could even extend to choosing a spouse 
who would help rather than hinder her in her aspirations, and formulating a routine for home life that 
would be enjoyable but not unduly distracting.  The sum of the myriad techniques that could be 
instrumental to transforming an average Joe to a CEO would be an art of human life dedicated to the 
achievement of power and wealth. Indeed, many businessmen and women have written books on 
what they believe to be the most reliable art of pursuing wealth or power. 

The necessity of using a well thought out approach to life applies to an even greater degree to 
a person who views knowledge and wisdom as the ultimate good. This is because unlike the world 
of material success, where one can ‘get a big break’ or know the right people by chance and thereby 
ascend to fortune, success in the field of learning and gaining wisdom requires sincere effort and 
commitment. No matter how lucky one is, there is no way that a simpleton could ‘chance upon’ a 
major breakthrough in a scientific discipline. Such breakthroughs and discoveries are made by 
people with years of training and study in their backgrounds. We see then that anyone who wishes to 
enjoy the greatest benefit accessible to us – the enjoyment of insight and wisdom -  must first seek 
out a method for planning and ‘making use’ of life in the best way possible with that goal in mind. 

The lover of wisdom plans his or her life according to a carefully thought out art of living. 
He yearns to partake of the goodness of knowledge to the maximum degree he can in his brief 
lifetime. He formulates yearly and monthly plans, as well as a daily schedule that is most efficient 
for his pursuit. He considers how all the parts of normal human life – eating, drinking, love, 
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emotion, wealth, power, etc. – can best be incorporated into a lifestyle that is centered around 
adventures of the mind and spirit. Because of this forethought, the wise person is prepared to live a 
life  in this world that will offer him the greatest happiness and fulfillment. 

 
 
   The Purpose of the Torah 
 
God created human beings with the intent that all of them would dedicate their lives to 

seeking wisdom and truth. If all of humanity followed this plan, this would be the completion of 
God’s creation, since at that point all of existence would be governed by His design. However, as we 
can see, actualizing our potential to learn would require, even at the very outset, an outstanding 
capacity to think ahead, analyze life and the universe deeply and critically, plan, and discipline 
oneself rigorously. The majority of people would probably never choose such a goal in life at all, let 
alone figure out the best way to reach it. For this reason God gave us the system of Torah and Jewish 
Law. The entire corpus of Jewish thought and practice is nothing more than a precisely worked out 
art of living that is ideally designed to help us fulfill our human potential. It gives us guidelines and 
techniques that serve to transform an average humdrum life into a life saturated with wisdom and 
thought. 

The Torah gives us guidelines that benefit us in the three realms of human life: the realm of 
action, the realm of character development, and the realm of seeking knowledge itself. The 
commandments, or mitzvot, organize our life activities and routines in a way that will push our quest 
for knowledge and insight as far as it can go. Principles of midot, or character development, are 
basic values that underlie all of the mitzvot, like ‘justice’, ‘mercy’ or ‘honesty’. These values are at 
the core of the commandments but are ultimately meant to be internalized by the individual and to 
transform his or her personality. Finally, the dayot are principles and guidelines that shape our 
approach to advanced areas of intellectual investigation, in which we may be prone to make a 
mistake. 

In the early stages of a person’s development, he or she should spend most of their 
intellectual energy exploring the art of living itself. In other words, our initial intellectual growth 
takes place in an area that is closest to our experience: the many aspects of human life. We begin by 
seeing how the principles of God’s knowledge and wisdom relate to human institutions, personalities 
and activities. Through this, we are able to perceive how they can serve to make our lives more 
meaningful and fulfilled. Grasping these ideas gives us insight into ourselves, our environment, and 
our activities that will enable us to live better and happier lives. Only after we have mastered these 
more basic fields of knowledge do we move on to examine the more general principles that are 
manifest in the larger system of the universe and ultimately in the fields of metaphysics and 
epistemology. 
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Chapter Two: The Significance of the Jewish Home 
 

Judaism maintains that God blessed the male species with a gift for clarifying ideas in the 
abstract, while the female species was blessed with an affinity for applying ideas to practical life. As 
we have already mentioned, both of these procedures are necessary components of a fulfilling and 
successful human life. Therefore, in the Jewish tradition, marriage is viewed as the completion of 
both partners. Once united, they can pool their unique intellectual and moral resources and dedicate 
their lives to the pursuit of true knowledge and insight. Together, the couple’s ability to understand 
and apply God’s wisdom is far superior to that of the individual thinker and planner. In a sense, then, 
a Jewish marriage is seen as a completion of God’s creation, because it is the ideal situation for 
people to fulfill their potential as human beings. 

In addition to being a vehicle of perfection for the married couple, the Jewish home functions 
on an even grander scale. Bringing children into the world and raising them properly not only 
perpetuates the Jewish nation as a material entity, but it preserves the legacy of the unique 
philosophy that the nation represents. This generation of married couples forms a link between the 
tradition of wisdom we have inherited and those who will keep it alive in the future. In this sense, 
Judaism shares a great deal in common with other scientific disciplines that sustain themselves 
through generations of tradition, transmitted from teacher to student or from master to disciple.  
 The Jewish home is extremely fundamental to the Torah system. The Torah’s ultimate vision 
is for all of human society to develop an appreciation for wisdom and join together in the search for 
insight. As Aristotle pointed out over twenty five hundred years ago, the smallest political unit in a 
society is the individual household. A community is a group of families with shared values who 
cooperate to attain a common good. A perfected human society would be made up of families who 
all strove to bring the illumination of knowledge into their lives as much as possible. This society 
would be the perfect setting for human growth, since its culture would be saturated with wise values 
and would encourage true human development. This is why creation of an individual Jewish 
household is seen as a crucial step toward establishing the reign of truth and justice in society and 
the removal of corruption and materialism. It is a potentially functional part of an ideal human 
community, and its birth warrants a tremendous celebration. 

Unfortunately, we know that in today’s world (even the Jewish communities) the pursuit of 
power, pleasure and selfish gain is the dominant trend. The culture that surrounds us caters to the 
needs of the powerful and makes very little attempt to encourage the search for wisdom. The Torah 
teaches that this sorry state of affairs is the result of the lack of a central leadership capable of 
educating and guiding humanity. In ancient times this leadership was localized in the Holy Temple 
in Jerusalem, which was itself a vehicle of national education. Since these important institutions 
have ceased to provide guidance, materialistic visions, the entertainment industry, and big 
business/politics take their place. In this condition, the amount of growth any person can expect to 
achieve is inherently limited. In other words, we are very far from having an ideal human society. 
For this reason, we do a lot of things at the Jewish wedding to remind us of the destruction of the 
Temple in Jerusalem two thousand years ago. On the other hand, many of the blessings recited at the 
wedding reflect our hope for the day when wise leadership will return, the Temple will be rebuilt, 
and society will become the perfect setting for human development. 
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   Marriage - Founding a Household 
 

 It is also important to realize the significance of the beginning of a new household. Any time 
we start a new routine or program, the way we begin has an enormous effect on how successful we 
will be. If we begin a school semester diligently reading assigned texts, keeping up with homework, 
and attending classes on time, we are fairly likely to come out on top. Positive habits have a way of 
perpetuating themselves and leading to success. However, if we begin the semester with laxity, 
falling behind in reading or homework, etc., our chances for success have been dramatically reduced 
from the very outset. Once we have begun the semester with a certain routine it is extremely difficult 
for us to step outside of it, reflect, and try a new approach. The same applies to marriage and the 
running of a household. How it begins – with what attitudes, principles, plans, values, etc. – can set 
up routines that are very good, inefficient, or detrimental. As a result, the Torah views the day of 
marriage as a time of introspection and soul searching for both partners. They must realize that every 
aspect of their character, mind, and values, whether it is good or bad, will influence the 
establishment of their new household in some way. Similarly, the patterns of behavior and 
interaction that they enter their new home with are bound to remain stable for quite a long time to 
come. This gives both partners the responsibility to make sure that they are intellectually and 
morally prepared to begin married life in a way that will lead them to true happiness and success. 
This explains why, in some communities, it is customary for the bride and groom to fast on the day 
of their wedding, when it falls out on a regular weekday. This is also the source of the Ashkenazic 
custom for the groom to wear a white garment under the huppah, which is reminiscent of the 
shrouds in which the dead are buried and should help him consider the gravity of what he is about to 
do. 

Many Ashkenazic weddings begin before the ceremony with the signing of a document 
called the tannaim, or marriage conditions. The Talmud states that a man may not marry a woman 
without shidduchim, a formal, carefully thought out agreement of the parties beforehand. To be able 
to live, learn and grow together, two people must not only be in love but must be compatible as well. 
Rushing into marriage without carefully thinking it through would be against one of the most basic 
tenets of Judaism: that human beings must behave intelligently. The best judges of a couple’s 
chances for success are the parents of the bride and groom who are intimately concerned with their 
children’s welfare. Therefore, at Ashkenazic weddings, the fathers of the bride and groom are 
expected to legally accept the conditions of the document in front of witnesses, as an indication that 
the marriage about to take place will have their agreement and blessing.3 At this point, the mothers 
of the bride and groom customarily break an earthenware plate together, in memory of the 
destruction of Jerusalem. Nowadays, when weddings are usually planned well in advance with the 
participation of both families, the tannaim are no longer required. In fact, Sephardic weddings 
typically do not include tannaim ceremonies at all.  

 
    The Ketubah 
 
Jewish law requires that a ketubah or marriage contract  be signed before a bride and groom 

are wedded. The ketubah text we use today is written in Aramaic and is very ancient. The basic 
purpose of the ketubah is to place the marriage relationship in the proper perspective for the bride 

                                                           
3 When the father of either the bride or groom is not present or deceased, the tannaim procedure is performed 
differently. 
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and groom. In essence, it details the responsibilities that a Jewish husband has to his wife financially 
and emotionally. The Rabbis instituted the ketubah to protect the rights of Jewish women who might 
otherwise unjustly suffer neglect during marriage or following a divorce. Although these standards 
of ethics were already part of the Torah and its traditions, contractually agreeing to these obligations 
was made mandatory by ancient Rabbinical authorities. While the Jews existed as an independent 
nation, no fixed contract was necessary, because the Torah’s standards of human dignity were well 
known and regarded. However, when the Jews first began living among corrupt non-Jewish societies 
who valued physical power above all else, the Rabbis perceived the need to protect women, who 
were mistreated in gentile society because they were viewed as physically and emotionally weaker. 
They were worried that being exposed to such bad examples would influence Jewish attitudes 
negatively. 

The ketubah obligates the groom to provide for his wife in every capacity during marriage. It 
also states that, in the event of a divorce, the groom will support his ex-wife for the financial 
equivalent of one full year so that she will have time to ‘get back on her feet’ financially after the 
separation. The Rabbis actually prohibited any couple from living together without  a ketubah. Via 
the ketubah, a groom learns that marriage is not just for entertainment purposes; it involves serious 
responsibilities of a financial, social, and practical nature. Furthermore, it makes him aware of the 
tremendous respect and esteem he owes his wife, a fellow human being, at all times. These concepts 
are absolutely fundamental to the Jewish marriage. Both respect for the unique potential of the 
human soul , and an awareness of what it takes to run a household efficiently, are necessary if the 
Jewish home is going to become an ideal setting for learning and growth.    

 The institution of the ketubah is a clear demonstration that the ancient Rabbis, far from 
being male chauvinists, were deeply concerned with women’s rights long before the rest of the 
world was cognizant of them. While neighboring nations would continue treating women like chattel 
for another 2000 years, the Rabbis were taking measures to safeguard the honor due to women in an 
extraordinary and unprecedented way. This zeal derived from their appreciation of the fact that all 
humans, regardless of sex, have the ability to approach God and are therefore equally precious 
before Him.    
 Since the ketubah is a legal document that is binding and can be upheld in Jewish and secular 
courts, its terms are agreed to by the groom before witnesses who then sign it. The signing of the 
ketubah is the final precondition for a wedding to take place according to Jewish law. Now that the 
groom is fully aware of the significance of the institution of marriage, he is deemed fit to get 
married. 
 
    The Wedding Ceremony 

 
The Jewish wedding ceremony can be divided into two parts, known in Hebrew as qiddushin 

and nissuin. These terms don’t have any real equivalent in English, so they require an explanation. 
Qiddushin can be thought of as ‘marriage in potencia’. In the process of qiddushin, the bride and 
groom are sanctified to one another as man and wife, but are not considered to be living in marriage 
in actuality yet. In other words, while at this stage they are forbidden to marry anyone else, they are 
still not considered to be fully united with one another. The second stage, nissuin, is marriage in 
actuality. After this stage the bride and groom are considered to be living together as a family. 
Although the vast implications and exact formulations of these processes are beyond the scope of 
this work, these descriptions suffice for a basic understanding of the ceremony. 
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The state of qiddushin, or designation for marriage, is effected when the groom, in the 
presence of witnesses, gives his bride something of value. A golden wedding band with no stones or 
engravings is customarily used for this purpose. As at any important Jewish occasion, a blessing is 
recited on wine prior to the act of qiddushin, followed by a blessing on the mitzvah of qiddushin 
itself. The presence of wine is a mark of distinction, festivity, and honor, similar to the use of wine 
at a toast. The blessing on the qiddushin recognizes God’s kindness in giving us guidelines in 
choosing a marriage partner and establishing a household that will help us reach happiness and 
fulfillment. After some wine is drunk by bride and groom, the groom reads the classic formulation 
‘behold, you are sanctified to me as a wife with this ring, according to the Law of Moses and Israel’, 
and places the ring on the bride’s finger. 

 
   The Meaning of Qiddushin 
 
The fact that the man designates the wife is often misconstrued as chauvinistic. In reality, the 

true reason for it is anything but complimentary to men. In Jewish tradition, the man is seen as being 
in need of and in search of a wife to complete him, but not vice versa. This is because while the 
woman is thought to have the ability to understand wisdom and to apply it practically, the man is 
thought to have a deficiency when it comes to translating abstract ideas into real life situations. This 
would make living a satisfying practical life very difficult for the single man. This is in addition to 
the fact that bringing children into the world, which is an obligation that the Torah places upon a 
man, would not be possible without a wife. In other words, although a Jewish man cannot fulfill his 
purpose in life without a wife, a Jewish woman could achieve great heights in her own independent 
domain. Therefore, a man must pursue a woman and convince her to marry him and assist him in his 
life pursuits. When the bride accepts the ring of qiddushin, she in effect agrees to enter her 
husband’s ‘domain’ and become his life partner.  

This also explains the similarity between qiddushin and a business transaction. When 
someone owns an object, he has a right to make use of it as he pleases. If someone wants to purchase 
all or part of that object from the original owner, he must give the owner something of value in its 
stead. When he receives the payment, the owner gives up some or all of his rights to the object and 
the purchaser acquires them. The analogy to marriage can be explained as follows: Prior to marriage, 
a woman is independent and can remain that way if she so chooses. She may dedicate her energy and 
resources to pursuing her own development outside of the framework of a household. Hence, when a 
woman consents to marry a man, she sacrifices a degree of her independence and is beset with some 
limitations. On the simplest level, now she can’t date or marry another man. In addition, she has now 
obligated herself to devote a great deal of her time and energy to a partnership with her husband, and 
can no longer focus exclusively on her own priorities.(The groom, on the other hand, never had the 
latter option). Some of the resources she could have used for herself are now set aside for her 
husband. In order to legally finalize this ‘transfer’ into the groom’s domain, the bride accepts a gift 
from him in front of witnesses. 

At this point, it is customary for the ketubah to be read. In ancient times, families would have 
a qiddushin ceremony, and then have the actual wedding a year later, after all the preparations had 
been made. Today, we perform both parts of the process in quick succession. To make separation 
between the two stages, the marriage contract is read aloud, despite the fact that this is not a formal 
part of the marriage ceremony. Following the reading, the groom presents the ketubah to his new 
wife in front of witnesses, since it is a legal document that most properly belongs to her.  
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     Nissuin 
 
The second and final stage of marriage can be effected in one of two ways (the second way 

will be discussed below). Standing under the huppa itself is considered by many to count as ‘living 
together’ in actuality. Therefore, as soon as the qiddushin is completed, the second stage, nissuin, 
would automatically take effect (since nowadays the entire ceremony is performed underneath the 
huppa). To make some differentiation between the two stages, some have the custom of holding a 
tallit over the couple’s heads to serve as their new ‘living space’.  

In either case, the main feature of the second stage of marriage is the sheva berachot, or 
seven marriage blessings. These seven blessings, recited over a cup of wine, make reference to many 
of the ideas about marriage that we have already mentioned in this paper. There are two basic 
themes to the blessings. One is how God designed man and woman to unite in their pursuit of 
wisdom and truth, and how marriage is the completion of part of God’s creation. The second theme 
is our prayer that this new household one day form  part of a society devoted in its entirety to truth, 
in the Messianic era. In addition, we ask God to bless the couple and help them to live the happiest 
and most fulfilled lives possible. The main purpose of these blessings is to focus our minds on what 
the true joy of marriage is. Marriage enables us to actualize our potential as human beings, and it 
moves humanity as a whole one step closer to the Messianic age. Reciting the blessings helps 
prevent us from losing sight of the higher good of marriage amidst the energy and excitement of the 
moment.  

 
 
   More About the Sheva Berachot 
 
In truth, according to Jewish Law, these Sheva Berachot can and should be recited in the 

presence of the bride and groom during the first seven days of their marriage (including the wedding 
day). This is because the first week of marriage is an especially joyous time of transition, 
transformation and growth that should be celebrated. Remember that the purpose of Sheva Berachot 
is to keep us ‘in check’. At any celebration, there is a temptation to immerse oneself in the pleasure 
of partying for its own sake and to forget what is being celebrated. The blessings of Sheva Berachot 
help to reorient us to the deeper significance of marriage and to place the excitement and joy of the 
occasion in the right perspective. They do not exist on their own but rather as final thoughts at the 
conclusion of a joyous social occasion. Therefore, the blessings are only recited at the end of a 
festive meal that included bread. In addition, they can only be said in the presence of a minyan, 
because they are expressions of communal joy. All of Israel should rejoice whenever a new Jewish 
home is established, regardless of whether they have any personal connection to bride and groom. 
The good for the community is an objective one.4  Lastly, they can only be said if one of the guests 
present was not in attendance at the wedding or any other sheva berachot for this couple. The bride, 
groom, and all those who attended the wedding or previous sheva berachot have already 
experienced the happiness and festivity and have considered the greater significance of the wedding 
via reciting the blessings. For them alone, reciting the berachot would be a needless repetition, since 

                                                           
4 Indeed, for this reason every Jewish person who has the opportunity is obligated to contribute to the celebration and 
joy of a bride and groom in some way, even if he doesn’t know them. This reflects the objective significance of any 
Jewish marriage for the nation as a whole. 
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they have already thought about the deeper significance of the celebration. The presence of new 
guests, however, adds another dimension to the celebration which needs to be placed in its proper 
perspective for the first time. 

 
   Conclusion of the Ceremony 
 
The ceremony ends with a final remembrance of the destruction of the Temple. Even as a 

new Jewish home has been brought into existence amidst celebration and fanfare, we must 
remember that the community as a whole is lacking. We have no source of national education and 
guidance, and we have to force ourselves to keep this in mind at those moments that we would be 
most prone to forget it. Hence, the groom shatters a glass with his foot to refocus us on our state of 
loss before departing. 

At most Jewish weddings, following the breaking of the glass, the bride and groom are 
ushered to a private room where they will spend a minimum of ten minutes together. This brief 
period of seclusion,  known as yihud, is observed because many authorities hold that the ‘living 
together’ that constitutes nissuin must be done in private, as is exclusively appropriate to man and 
wife (this is the second method for ‘completing marriage’ alluded to above). Generally speaking, 
some food is served to the couple in the private room during this time.  

It is noteworthy that, in some Sephardic communities, the practice of yihud is not observed at 
all. Most Sephardim do observe  yihud; however, they may do so at the conclusion of the wedding 
celebration rather than immediately after the ceremony. 

When the seclusion period is over, the new husband and wife emerge from the room to join 
their family and friends in celebration and feasting. 
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Chapter Three: Maintaining the Jewish Household 
 
  Section 1: The Goal of Family Purity 
 
A couple’s married life is very complex and involves many different areas of interest, 

activity, and emotion. The Torah recognized that, because of the complexity and fast pace of life, it 
is often hard to keep a marriage moving in the right direction. Therefore, the Torah created 
institutions of family discipline that help to keep a Jewish family aware of its higher priorities. The 
main institution we will discuss here is niddah, or family purity. 

According to Jewish Law, a rabbi is not allowed to perform a wedding unless he has first 
taught the prospective couple the laws of niddah. This is because, for reasons we will soon see, these 
laws are considered essential to the existence of the Jewish home. Although the actual laws are 
exceedingly complex, an effort will be made here to present them briefly and simply. First, however, 
let us consider the philosophic basis and function of the laws of niddah. 

 
   The Need for the Laws of Niddah 
 
It is well known that one of the most basic things that attracts people to one another is the 

sexual instinct. Many relationships begin with passionate sensuality and end with profound boredom 
and loss of interest. The Torah has nothing against healthy fulfillment of a person’s sexual drive. 
However, it is concerned with two possible problems that emerge in sexual relationships: 
overvaluation of sexuality and overinvolvement in sexual activity. Overvaluation of sexuality refers 
to the belief that a great deal of our satisfaction in life should come from our enjoyment of sex. This 
belief leads to frustration when a person realizes that the pleasure he or she gains from sex is limited 
and transitory. One way of dealing with this problem is immersing oneself in sexual activity 
constantly. After a while, however, this too yields boredom. Oftentimes the person will respond by 
trying to ‘spice up’ his or her sex life with innovative techniques, games, settings, etc. Having high 
expectations about sexuality leads to frustration and a sense that one is missing out. Unfortunately, 
in some cases, such attitudes toward physical pleasure lead to extramarital affairs that a person hopes 
will provide the excitement and satisfaction he or she yearns for but can’t find. 

 
The Torah teaches that a person should relate realistically to sexuality. One should recognize 

that, although it is an enjoyable experience, sex is only a small part of life that needs to be put in 
perspective. A human being should strive to find excitement and enjoyment in life that engages his 
or her mind and spirit rather than body. These pleasures are far more profound and long lasting than 
those that stimulate us physically. The wise person knows that the acquisition of knowledge and 
understanding is far more satisfying than momentary pleasures of the senses. In other words, the 
Torah tells us that our frustration with physical pleasure emerges from the high expectations we 
have from it. We assume that the realm of bodily enjoyment will completely satisfy us and we 
become disappointed and insecure when it fails to do so. In reality, material pleasure can’t 
completely fulfill us because we are not completely material. Our intellect or soul must be nurtured 
with insight and knowledge if we are to become happy human beings. 
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There is a tremendous appeal to the belief that the answer to all our problems is somewhere 
in the physical world. This makes our discovery of true happiness only a matter of time, place, or 
persistence. No fundamental change of outlook would be necessary to attain fulfillment; we would 
simply need to follow our natural animal instinct, trying new forms of entertainment, in new places, 
more times, or with different people. It is much more difficult to acknowledge that the key to true 
happiness lies beyond conventional pleasures and material goods in the world of ideas. This forces 
us to contradict our natural instinct and pursue a good that is completely different from what our 
body is used to enjoying. The Torah recognized that a person will naturally want to devote his or her 
energy to the pursuit of physical pleasure and try to find fulfillment in it. Therefore, the Torah 
placed limits on our capacity to immerse ourselves in the realm of the instinctual, so that we can 
keep our minds focused on the higher pursuits that afford true happiness. The first area that the 
Torah addresses in this respect is the area of sexuality. 

 
 
   The Basic Principles of Niddah 
 
 Although a married couple is permitted and even encouraged to engage in healthy sexual 

activity, the couple is not given license to engage in such activity whenever and wherever it chooses. 
The Torah sets limits on the permit for sexual expression, even between a man and wife. In doing so, 
the Torah accomplishes three objectives. 

 
First, it ensures that people will not become completely inundated in sensual pleasure and 

lose their awareness of the superior goal of human life.  
 
Second, it helps a couple focus on nurturing those aspects of their relationship that are not 

sexual or physical. 
 
Third, it creates a situation in which the sexual relationship between a man and his wife 

never becomes boring. 
 
 Since the partners are forced to separate from each other sexually for distinct periods of 

time, they relish the time that they have together. Separation generates excitement and maintains 
sexual interest. Simply, then, with the laws of niddah, the Torah makes sure that people satisfy both 
aspects of their existence. On one hand, they are not allowed to become overly immersed in sexual 
pursuits and distracted from the pursuit of knowledge and understanding. On the other hand, they are 
helped to sustain a healthy level of interest in sexual pleasure and to satisfy that part of their being as 
well. 

 
The basic law of niddah can be summarized simply as follows: from the onset of a woman’s 

menstrual cycle she is forbidden to engage in sexual relations with her husband until two conditions 
are met: 

 
1) seven days pass during which no menstrual blood whatsoever is found upon inspection 

and 
2) the woman immerses in a miqveh, or ‘ritual bath’, according to proper Jewish legal 

guidelines.   
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    The Status of Niddah 
 
  It is a common myth that Judaism considers menstruating women taboo or unclean. This is 

absolutely ridiculous. Jewish Law does not prevent a menstruating woman from any normal human 
activity aside from sexual behavior. A menstruating woman is just as much an intelligent human 
soul as anyone else. No law prohibits her from interaction with other people in the community, or 
from physical contact with her family members (besides her husband) or other women. The Torah 
explicitly states why a husband and wife must abstain from sexual relations for some time each 
month, as we explained above. Hypothetically, then, the Torah could have selected a more arbitrary 
period of time for separation, like ‘every two weeks of permitted relations, there will be two weeks 
of prohibited relations.’ However, the Torah chose the period of menstruation for at least three 
reasons: 

 
First of all, generally speaking, a woman is in a state of discomfort during her menstrual 

period. Having sexual relations can make that feeling even worse. Rather than allowing a husband to 
pressure his wife into having sex during this time, the Torah fixed it as the time of a couple’s 
separation. In this way, the Torah accomplishes the philosophic goal of abstention from sexual 
behavior and, in addition, saves a woman from being either subjected to discomfort or made to feel 
guilty for refusing her husband’s advances.  

 
Second, the Torah selected the period of menstruation because it is the time of the month 

during which a woman cannot conceive. If the Torah had chosen an arbitrary routine of separation, 
there may have been months during which a couple would be permitted to one another during the 
wife’s menstrual cycle and subsequently prohibited to one another at its conclusion. This would pose 
a problem for couples who were attempting to have children, especially if it happened regularly. 
Therefore, to reduce possible negative repercussions of the separation period, the Torah had it 
coincide with a woman’s menstrual period and end around the time of ovulation. 

 
Third, Jewish Law or halakha is a system of ethics and philosophy grounded in the realia of 

the physical world. Halakhic phenomena are always tied to physical phenomena, although they often 
invest those phenomena with new meaning. For example, the holidays are determined by astronomic 
phenomena such as lunar cycles and sunsets. In the case of niddah as well, the state of separation 
that Jewish Law imposes must be tied to a physical phenomenon. The Torah saw fit to choose the 
cycle of menstruation as the basis for these laws, since it is regular and relatively brief.   

 
Regardless of the reasons offered, however, we must keep in mind that the demands that the 

Torah makes are objective and absolute. As with any sort of discipline, part of the benefit we gain 
from observing halakha is the mere fact that we subordinate our whims to fixed principles that we 
cannot change despite other priorities or concerns. Even if we know the reasons behind certain 
routines we cannot take them lightly. 

 
Similarly, we must remember that the Torah is a legal system that is as consistent (or 

moreso) than any other. Just as one cannot run a red light without consequence even though nobody 
is coming, one cannot violate a law of the Torah without consequence even though one thinks that 
its reason does not apply. To do so would carry with it both legal and spiritual consequences that 
may in some cases be severe. With regard to niddah, for example, a violator is considered ‘cut off’ 
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intellectually from the Jewish people and their tradition, and thereby no longer afforded tremendous 
benefits he stood to gain in this world and the next.5

 
  Section 2: The Miqveh or Ritual Bath 
 
The idea of the miqveh also requires explanation. We know that the menstruating woman is 

not considered physically ‘unclean’ such that she should need a special bath to clean up. The state of 
menstruation is a legal concept instituted by the Torah, not a material description. Furthermore, 
dipping in a miqveh is far from a thorough washing and would do little to remove dirt from a soiled 
body. The truth is that, just like the state of niddah, the immersion in a miqveh is also a concept. 
Whenever a person or object undergoes a change from a state of prohibition to one of freedom, he, 
she or it must be immersed in a miqveh. The immersion signifies a transformation, a legal change of 
status. From the standpoint of Jewish Law, even if a woman hadn’t menstruated in fifty years but 
had not immersed in a miqveh she would still retain the status of a menstruating woman. This is 
because she did not undergo the Jewish legal process of changing her status via the instrument of 
miqveh.  

 
       What is a Miqveh?  

 
The First Aspect: Renewal 
Not any bath or shower can function as a miqveh. In fact, there are very precise guidelines 

that determine what sort of miqveh is proper for use. Therefore, it is imperative that a woman only 
use a miqveh that has been approved by official Rabbinic authorities. For the sake of understanding 
its nature, however, let us consider the most basic requirements for a miqveh. Of course, we know 
that a miqveh is full of water. One who enters a miqveh is immersing in water. Even though the legal 
status of niddah is not physically discernible but is tied to a physical phenomenon, so too is it 
removed legally via the physical act of immersion. Obviously, the immersion in a miqveh is 
modeled, in a sense, after taking a bath. Psychologically, one who takes a bath feels refreshed and 
renewed, and has set his sights on the future rather than the past. Oftentimes people shower after a 
hard day at work to prepare for a comfortable evening, even though they aren’t dirty. Bathing gives 
one a sense of renewal, and helps one to feel separated from a previous involvement and prepared 
for a new one. The same applies to immersion in a miqveh. Were the state of niddah to end without a 
discernible act of transformation, our psyche would be unable to relate to the change. Immersion in a 
miqveh, much like a bath, gives us a clear sense of renewal, and effects a removal of the prohibition 
of niddah.  

 
The Second Aspect: Nature 
However, the requirements of miqveh extend further than this. A miqveh must contain a 

certain quantity of water and water has to have gathered there without artificial interference. The 
miqveh reflects the ideas of nature untouched by human hands. A woman who immerses in a miqveh 
properly is literally connecting herself with nature. A woman in the state of niddah has an additional 
legal ‘feature’ that precludes her from engaging in relations with her husband. By reconnecting 

                                                           
5 The concept of the Next World in Judaism, contrary to its formulation in other religions, is uniquely sophisticated and 
highly abstract. Its precise nature is far beyond the scope of this paper. 
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herself with nature, she demonstrates a ‘shedding’ of all superadded features and a returning to her 
‘default’, natural, permitted state. 

 
These two aspects of the institution of miqveh are in reality deeply connected. Both boil 

down to the fact that immersion in a miqveh allows us to relate in a concrete way to the idea of 
renewal and change of state. It gives the idea of legal transformation an observable, objective form. 
Regardless of the psychological impact it has or doesn’t have on a particular person, its formal 
character is fixed and determinate. Simply, immersion in a miqveh is an objective, demonstrative act 
through which halakhic status can be transformed. 

 
 
 Section 3: Ascertaining the State of Niddah 
 
  Five Ways One Can Become a Niddah 
 
On the simplest level, a woman is rendered a niddah the moment she sees that her period 

has begun. This is defined legally as the physical appearance of even a minute amount of blood. If 
she feels a feeling in her body that she would normally associate with the onset of menstruation, she 
is obligated to check whether or not blood has appeared. Whether or not she is expecting to have her 
period makes no difference. However, in certain cases, if it can be determined that blood she sees is 
definitely not from the uterus, she will not be deemed a niddah. This is a complex issue, however, 
and any given case would have to be discussed with an authority on these matters.  

 
The second situation that can render a woman a niddah is when a stain is found on her 

clothing, underwear or body. There are, however, four conditions necessary for a stain to render a 
woman a niddah:  

1) the stain must be on a white garment/towel or on her body (legs, private area, etc.) 
 
2) the stain must be at least as large as a penny 
 
3) the stain must be a dark color like red, brown, or black (not yellow or light green) 
 
4) the stain can’t be reasonably attributed to a source other than the uterus, like a cut on 

the leg, etc. 
 
The reason for these apparently odd rules is as follows: according to Torah law, only the 

sighting of actual blood can render a woman a niddah. Stains, no matter what their source, can effect 
nothing. The Rabbis of the Talmud, however, were concerned that if people could disregard stains 
they might come to take actual sightings of blood lightly as well. Therefore, they legislated that 
stains of a certain type render a woman a niddah. They qualified this, however, with a number of 
conditions, so as to limit the restrictiveness of their decree.There is an important practical 
implication that emerges from these rules: except for during her seven ‘clean’ days (explained 
below), a woman should make an effort to wear colored (non-white) undergarments at all times. This 
automatically subverts any potential staining problems that might have otherwise come up. 
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The third situation that can render a woman a niddah is childbirth. However, the case of childbirth 
is fundamentally different in a number of ways from normal niddah. One who is pregnant should 
consult a Rabbinical authority in order to learn about the niddah issues unique to childbirth. 
 
The fourth situation that can render a woman a niddah is a woman’s first intercourse. Even 
though it is well known that hymeneal blood is not derived from the uterus, later Rabbis instituted, 
for a number of reasons, that it effect the state of niddah anyhow. In fact, they legislated that even if 
no blood is seen whatsoever, a woman should be considered niddah after her first intercourse. 
 
The fifth and final case in which a woman can become a niddah can easily be avoided. For a 
number of reasons, according to halakha, if a woman says she is a niddah, and then subsequently 
confesses that she is not, she must be considered a niddah in all respects. This issue is legally 
complex and if such an instance should occur an authority on these matters should be consulted. In 
short, a woman should never say that she is a niddah for any reason, such as out of anger or jest, if it 
is not true. 
  

  Sheilat Hacham/Posing Questions to An Expert 
 

 The area of niddah is probably one of the most common topics of Rabbinic responsa. The 
sheer complexity of the issues of niddah (greatly simplified in this work) make it almost inevitable 
that a couple will some day need to consult a Rabbinic authority to clarify something. This is 
particularly true with regard to the laws of Stains, but pertains to other areas of niddah as well. 
Questions like exactly what shades of stain color engender the state of niddah, and how to measure 
stains of different shapes are examples of issues that frequently come up and demand tremendous 
expertise to answer. Unlike other areas of halakha, situations of niddah vary so greatly from one to 
the next that each questionable case needs to be presented separately to a Rabbinic expert. One 
should not be embarrassed about posing such questions, since a Jewish legal authority is a 
professional just like a doctor or psychologist. In some cases a Rabbi may need to physically inspect 
a stain before deciding on it. Although some women feel awkward about presenting their 
undergarments to a Rabbi at first, there are ways of doing it that are anonymous and stress free. Most 
importantly, keep in mind that a trustworthy Rabbinical authority is only doing his job and has no 
personal interest in your private life at all. 
 
 
  Section 4: What is Prohibited During Niddah 
     
    Separations/Harhaqot 
 
 As mentioned above, all sexual relations are prohibited from the onset of the woman’s period 
until her eventual immersion in a miqveh. The Torah also prohibits any physical contact of an 
affectionate nature between husband and wife during this time. During Talmudic times and 
thereafter, many additional regulations were enacted to safeguard people from possible transgression 
of Torah Law (in Hebrew, these rules are known as harhaqot). These laws were intended to temper 
the feelings of intimacy that normally obtain in a marital relationship and to keep the couple aware 
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of the niddah prohibition while they are together. The activities prohibited by the Rabbis during a 
woman’s state of niddah include: 
 
 1) sleeping together in the same bed 
 2) the husband sitting on his wife’s bed 
 3) the wife making her husband’s bed in front of him 
 4) the husband and wife drinking from the same cup 
 5) the wife pouring wine for her husband 
            6) the wife preparing a bath or shower for her husband 
 7) the husband and wife eating from the same plate 
 8) the husband and wife handing each other objects directly 
 9) acting in an overly romantic or sensual manner with each other 
 
 Ashkenazic Jews add three further restrictions: 
 

1) the husband eating the wife’s leftovers or vice versa 
2) the husband and wife going on a pleasure trip together 
3) the wife serving food or drink directly to her husband 
4)   the husband and wife sitting together on a bench that swings 

 
 In addition, a husband and wife who plan to eat alone together at the same table must put 
something unusual on the table (ex., a set of keys or a book) or must have separate placemats to 
remind them of their separation. 
 Although these restrictions may seem excessive, they serve to keep the couple cognizant of 
the separation engendered by niddah. The relationship between a husband and wife is very intimate 
and deep, and it is difficult to withdraw from each other in the way required by the Torah during this 
time. Hence, these rules were enacted to create a certain sense of awkwardness between the partners 
that would counterbalance their usual intimate feeling and prevent them from violating the Torah 
law.  
 Some of these restrictions can be avoided by performing the activities in a manner different 
than usual. (Keep in mind that nowadays many of these activities are not done often anyway.) For 
example, if one pours the wife’s drink into a new cup, the husband is then permitted to drink it. 
Likewise, if one moves the wife’s leftovers to a new plate, the husband can eat them. There are 
numerous exceptions and qualifications to these rules, but they are beyond the scope of this work. 
 
 
    Section 5: Vestot / Patterns 
 
     Forms of Vestot 
 
 A woman’s menstrual cycle generally follows some sort of pattern. Hence, most women 
expect their period to begin on or around a certain day. Because of the gravity of the laws of niddah, 
the Rabbis prohibited a couple from having relations on the day the wife’s period is expected. Rather 
than prohibiting relations during the entire twenty-four hour time span, however, they only applied 
their prohibition to that part of the day that the woman’s period normally occurs - either the daytime 
or the nighttime. In other words, if a woman normally begins menstruating on every fourth Tuesday 
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at ten o’clock in the morning, then she would be prohibited from having relations with her husband 
during daylight hours on every fourth Tuesday. The night before, however, would be permitted. This 
was out of a concern that the woman might begin menstruating during intercourse, which could lead 
to the violation of the laws of niddah. The day on which a woman’s period is expected is called her 
veset day, and their laws are known as the laws of vestot.  
 The laws of vestot are designed to predict, for halakhic purposes, when a woman’s period 
will fall out next. They are extremely abstract principles that oftentimes don’t accurately describe a 
woman’s menstrual cycle. Be that as it may, it is imperative for a person to have some mastery of 
these principles if they are to properly observe niddah. (Please keep in mind that the term veset 
refers to a period of time during which sexual relations will be prohibited, even though a woman’s 
period has not yet begun. Once a woman has actually begun menstruating, she is prohibited by the 
Torah from engaging in sexual relations, regardless of any pattern or calculation she had previously 
established.) 
 There are five different ways a woman can establish a veset day. Each one of these is a sort 
of pattern that is useful for the prediction of the onset of her menstruation. 
 
 1. Time-Span Veset. This refers to a pattern of menstruation in which a woman’s period falls 
out a specific number of days following the previous one. For example, if a woman menstruates on 
September 1st and again on September 29, she may have a time-span veset of 28 days. In such a case 
she would have to consider October 27, which is another 28 days away, as her next veset day. This is 
the most common pattern of veset. 
 
 2. Date Veset. This is a pattern of menstruation in which a woman’s period falls out on the 
same Hebrew date each month. For example, if a woman’s period began on the 10th of Nissan, she 
would have to consider the 10th of Iyar her next veset day. This pattern of veset is extremely rare. 
 
 3. Skipping Veset. This is a pattern of alternating vestot. For example, a woman may have a 
time-span pattern that alternates between thirty and thirty one days. Once this alternating pattern has 
been established three times, the veset day alternates accordingly, falling one month on the thirtieth 
day and one month on the thirty first, etc. The same would apply to a woman whose period falls out 
one month on the 10th, the next on the 11th, the next on the twelfth, etc., that her veset day would 
shift one day later each month. 
 
 4. Bodily Veset. This is a pattern of menstruation determined independently of time, in terms 
of feelings or actions of the body. For example, a woman who has no time-related pattern of 
menstruation but who always becomes ill in a certain way prior to menstruating has a bodily veset. 
Whenever her illness comes on, her veset time has begun. The same rule would apply to someone 
who menstruates every time she performs a certain activity.  
 
 5. Combined Veset. This is a combination between a time-related veset (#1-4) and a bodily 
veset. For example, a woman may menstruate on a specific date of the Hebrew calendar each month, 
but may also always experience a physical ailment on that day. In such a case, she need not assume 
that she will have her period on that day in a given month unless she has also experienced the 
ailment. 
 
    Fixed and Temporary Vestot 

 20



 
 In order to establish a halakhic pattern of veset that is fixed, the pattern must occur three 
times consecutively. For example, a woman must have menstruated on the tenth of Adar, the tenth of 
Nissan, and the tenth of Iyar (three consecutive months) for the date “10th” to become her fixed 
veset day. Furthermore, with a time-span veset, a woman must have begun menstruating on 
September 1st, September 29th, October 27th, and November 24th for the time span of “28 days” to 
become a fixed determinant of the veset day. (Note that in the latter case we require four menstrual 
cycles to establish the pattern rather than three, because the first occurrence by itself has no 
significance for the span of “28 days” until the second one has occurred. The third and fourth 
subsequently establish the pattern.) 
 Once a woman has a fixed veset, it has legal significance for her until such time as she 
establishes a different fixed veset. The prohibition of the fixed veset will continue to hold despite an 
occasional deviation from the established pattern. For example, let’s say a woman normally begins 
her period on the tenth of the Hebrew month. She has established this pattern a minimum of three 
times, and need not be concerned that her body will deviate from this pattern. Now let us say that 
one month, she doesn’t menstruate until the fifteenth of the Hebrew month. Obviously, once she 
menstruates she is in the state of niddah and must maintain a sexual separation from her husband and 
eventually immerse in a miqveh. However, next month she must go back to assuming that her period 
will begin on the tenth of the month, in addition to a new concern, if the 10th passes uneventfully, 
that her period may fall out on the fifteenth. In such a case, the fifteenth would also have to be 
observed as a veset day. If the onset of her period subsequently occurs twice more on the fifteenth, 
she has uprooted her original fixed veset and replaced it with a new one. If she sporadically deviates 
from her original fixed veset three times, and her period begins, for example, one month on the 12th, 
next time on the thirteenth, and then the fifteenth, she becomes defined as a woman with no fixed 
pattern of menstruation until a new pattern emerges. 
 
 
    Women Without Fixed Patterns 
 
 Most women, for halakhic purposes, are considered to have no fixed pattern of menstruation. 
A woman who has no fixed pattern of veset necessarily has what is called a ‘temporary veset’ for 
halakhic purposes. She must calculate three separate vestot and abstain on each one of them. The 
three days she must be concerned with are: 
 
 1) She has to measure the time span between the days that her last two periods began, and 
assume that the time span may hold true again. For example, if her first period began on September 
1st during the day and her second period began on September 29th during the day (a span of 28 
days), she should assume her next veset day to be October 27th (another 28 days later.) and she may 
not engage in sexual relations during that day. 
 
 2) She must note the Hebrew date and time (day or night) of her last period and assume that 
her next period will fall out on the same date at the same time. For example, if her last period fell out 
on the 10th of Nissan at 10 o’clock at night, she must abstain from relations during the night of the 
tenth of Iyar. 
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 3) She must count the days from the onset of her last period (the day of the last onset counts 
as day number one) and abstain from relations on the 31st day. In this case also, only the daytime or 
nighttime becomes prohibited (based on the time of the previous period), never both. Oftentimes, 
this veset and the Hebrew date veset will coincide. 
  
 In short, a woman who is not ‘regular’ (for halakhic purposes) in her menstrual cycle will 
have to keep a calendar watching for the Hebrew dates of and time spans between the days her 
periods begin. She then needs to ‘map out’ for the next month which days will be forbidden in 
relations. She will have to determine three separate veset days for each coming month, although 
sometimes two of them will coincide. In practice, usually no more than two veset days are observed 
maximum, because by the time the third one rolls around the woman’s period has usually begun and 
thus any further precautionary veset days become obsolete. Special calendars can be purchased for 
the purpose of keeping track of these dates from month to month. 
 
     Regulating One’s Cycle 
  
 Although Jewish Law does not allow the use of birth control except in  extenuating 
circumstances, a woman who is using birth control can rely on it to establish a veset. For example, if 
she knows that the onset of her period is always three days after she stops taking the pill, that third 
day will be her halakhic veset day. It is considered a fixed veset day and, therefore, she would not 
need to worry about calculating any of the other days mentioned above. 
 
 
    Very Important Note About Brides 
 
 It is imperative that a bride not get married in a state of niddah or on her veset day. Weddings 
that take place under such conditions pose serious halakhic problems. In many communities, 
weddings are scheduled around the bride’s regular cycle of menstruation. In the event that this was 
not done, or that the bride does not have a cycle of menstruation that is considered ‘regular’ 
according to halakha, she should visit with a gynecologist three months prior to her wedding. The 
gynecologist will be able to prescribe birth control medication that will regulate a woman’s period 
and help avoid problems of niddah. 
 In addition, it is important that a bride begin keeping a record of the days her period begins 
for two to three months prior to her wedding. This is absolutely halakhically required to determine 
the bride’s veset day during the wedding month and to make sure she is not in niddah on her 
wedding day.  
 Brides are preferably expected to have completed their state of niddah shortly before the 
wedding, so that they can immerse in a miqveh within four days of the nuptials.  (Keep in mind that 
immersion in the miqveh generally takes place no less than twelve days after the onset of 
menstruation. A bride should attempt to have her period begin two weeks or more prior to her 
wedding to ensure that no problems arise.) 
  

    Bediqot/Inspections 
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 At certain times, a woman must perform an inspection to determine whether she is or is not 
menstruating. The form of this inspection is very specific and must be explained orally by a woman 
who is knowledgeable in this area. An inspection must be performed at all the following times: 
 
 1) on all veset days, at the time one usually begins to menstruate (morning, afternoon, 
evening, etc.) 
 
 2) if one experiences a feeling that one normally associates with the onset of menstruation 
 
 3) twice a day during the seven-day “clean” period that begins after one’s menstruation 
has ended 
 
 These inspections should be performed with white cotton cloth (special cloths for this 
purpose can be purchased) and must be done during the day. If one fails to perform an inspection on 
a veset day or after experiencing a feeling associated with menstruation, one must be assumed to be 
in niddah until one has performed a proper inspection. Remember that even a minute amount of 
blood discovered in an inspection renders a woman a niddah. There is no minimum quantity or other 
requirement. 
  
   
   Section 6: Preparation for the Miqveh    
 
  Hefseq Taharah/Determining that One’s Period has Ended 
 
 After a certain number of days of bleeding, a woman eventually ceases to menstruate. On the 
day she believes her period to have ended, she needs to perform a special inspection called a hefseq 
taharah to officially establish that her bleeding has stopped. This inspection is more thorough than a 
normal inspection, and should take place toward the end of the day (but before sundown.) The 
manner of its performance should be explained by a competent woman who can describe it orally. 
 If a hefseq comes out clean, we can halakhically assume that a woman’s period has come to 
an end. The day following the hefseq begins a period of time known as the shivah n’kiyim, or seven 
“clean” days. They are called “clean” days because they must proceed without the appearance of 
even a minute amount of blood upon inspection. During each day of the seven, a woman is required 
to inspect herself twice, once in the morning and once in the evening. If this is too difficult or 
painful, a woman must minimally perform an inspection on the first and the seventh day, and is 
allowed to assume that no blood has appeared during the intervening days. Regardless of how many 
inspections she performs, if at any time during any of the seven days, even the seventh, she 
discovers any amount of blood, she must begin her count anew on the following day. 
 A woman is also required to wear white underwear during the seven “clean” days and to 
inspect her underwear as well. However, if a stain is found on the underwear that is red, brown, or 
black, it must be at least the size of a penny to render her a niddah, as explained above. 
 When the seven “clean” days have reached their completion, the woman is ready to begin 
preparations for the miqveh. Ideally, her immersion in the miqveh should take place the night that 
follows the seventh “clean” day. Under no circumstance may it occur earlier, although if necessary it 
can be pushed off till later. Remember that the miqveh can only be attended at night. 
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     Preparing for Immersion 
 
 By definition, immersion in water means that there is no separation between the immersed 
body and the water. Since the Torah requires a woman to immerse in a miqveh to terminate her state 
of niddah, she must see to it that the water will be able to make contact with the entire surface area 
of her body. In other words, she must make sure that there is no debris or any other foreign object 
attached to her body that would prevent miqveh water from touching some area of her body. The 
following is a series of preparations that a woman is required to go through to fulfill this obligation: 
  
 1) An inspection of her body, leading to the removal of all makeup, visible dirt, jewelry, 
band aids, braids in her hair, etc. 
 2) A thorough shower in which every part of her body (including private areas) is fully 
cleaned. 
 3) Immediately following her shower, brushing her hair and removing all knots from it. 
 4) Cleaning her ears and blowing her nose. 
 5) A thorough brushing and flossing of her teeth. 
 6) Checking for dirt under her fingernails, and cutting them short.6 (This should preferably 
be done with toenails as well). 
 
            Immersion in the Miqveh 
 
 Immersion in the miqveh must be done at night, and cannot be done on Shabbat or Holidays. 
It goes without saying that one cannot dip in the miqveh while wearing any clothes, jewelry, or other 
ornaments. When immersing, a woman should be careful not to clench her fists, close her eyes too 
tightly, clench her teeth, or hold any limb tightly against her body, so that the water of the miqveh 
will not be artificially ‘kept out’ of even a fraction of her body’s surface area. However, she is not 
required to open her mouth or eyes; rather, she should close them loosely and naturally, without 
applying undue pressure to them. Obviously, a woman’s entire body must be submerged in the 
miqveh water for her entry to qualify as an immersion. Generally speaking, a miqveh will have a 
female attendant who supervises those who come to immerse, and who will make sure the 
immersion is performed properly and that a blessing is recited.  
 
 
    Mitzvat Onah: The Miqveh Night 
 
 Jewish Law requires a man to have relations with his wife on the night that the wife 
immerses in a miqveh. If there are obstacles or extenuating circumstances that prevent this from 
happening, the wife can absolve the husband of his obligation to her. Nevertheless, the miqveh night 
is a unique opportunity to rekindle romance and to deepen a loving relationship on many levels. 
Indeed, the Talmud states that on every miqveh night a husband and wife feel as if they are once 

                                                           
6 A woman who grows her fingernails long and would find it very difficult to cut them each month can satisfy the 
technicality of this requirement by at least thoroughly inspecting under her nails and making sure no dirt is found under 
them. However, a woman who polishes her nails needs to remove the polish prior to immersing, just as she must remove 
any other sort of makeup from her face or body. 
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again a bride and groom on their wedding night. The truth of this statement is appreciated only by 
those who carefully observe the laws of niddah and understand their significance. 
 
    A Final Note About Newlyweds 
 
 There is one other special law that applies in particular to newlyweds. In ancient times, 
although it was uncommon, some women experienced a peculiar medical problem: they would bleed 
from the uterus each time they engaged in marital relations. This, from a halakhic standpoint, would 
make a woman ‘disqualified’ for sexual relations until the problem was cured.(This is because, as 
long as she has the problem, she would be entering into a state of niddah during relations.) 
 It is well known that when a bride is a virgin she may have hymeneal bleeding after her first 
one or two acts of intercourse. This is not a problem at all. However, Jewish law does require that 
we check to make sure that a woman does not bleed abnormally as a result of intercourse. Therefore, 
when a newly married couple have relations for the first time after the bride’s hymen has healed, the 
woman should inspect herself afterwards to insure that she did not bleed during relations. The man 
must also inspect his organ to determine whether it has any blood on it after intercourse. Both of 
them should use white cotton cloths to perform the inspection. Of course, it is highly unlikely that 
the couple will discover any blood. However, if they did, this would render the woman a niddah for 
the usual period of time. After her immersion in a miqveh and their next intercourse, they would 
have to perform the inspection again. If they were to find blood a second and (after another period of 
niddah separation) a third time, a competent Jewish legal authority would have to be consulted 
immediately, prior to any subsequent acts of intercourse. This requirement of inspection applies 
even to a bride who is not a virgin, and even to a woman who had been married previously but had 
never performed the inspection. 
 
 
   Addendum: The Mitsvah of Hair Covering 
 
 Jewish Law requires married women to cover their hair whenever they are in public. Most 
rabbinical authorities understand this as a Biblical requirement. Hair is an essential component of the 
attractiveness of a woman, and is one of the primary vehicles by which she draws male attention to 
herself in social situations. Tragically, in Western society, the sanctity of marriage is no longer taken 
seriously nowadays. Multiple forms of adultery are common and even tacitly sanctioned in our 
culture, and this undermines the transcendent purpose to which marital relationships are meant to be 
consecrated. Ironically, even at their own weddings, women often choose dresses and makeup that 
they think will underscore their sexuality rather than downplaying it. The average bride is excited 
about her moment in the spotlight because she views it as a rare opportunity to be at the center of 
everyone’s attention and to appear glamorous and sultry in the spirit of Hollywood. Judaism 
encourages a prospective bride to approach her wedding day from a more spiritual perspective  – as 
a major step in her personal development and a chance to transcend the superficiality and 
materialistic values of today’s world.  

For this very reason, it is important for modern Jews to scrupulously guard the traditions of 
modesty and purity that have characterized us throughout the ages. When a Jewish woman covers 
her hair, she demonstrates her sincere commitment to her husband, her household and her God, and 
thus refrains from seeking the romantic affections of others. This increased level of modesty helps 
her to withdraw herself from our society’s obsession with the endless struggle to be regarded as 
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“beautiful” or “desireable” and to more intensely focus her energy on the enriching pursuit of Divine 
wisdom and its application to her family’s life.  
 
 
In the merit of our observance of these commandments, may we witness the fulfillment of the 
prophecy of Jeremiah: 
 
  “So says the Lord: Again there shall be he heard in this place, which you say is ruined, without 
man or beast – in the towns of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem that are desolate, without man, 
without inhabitant and without beast - the sound of  joy and the sound of gladness; the voice of 
bridegroom and the voice of bride; the voice of those who cry, ‘give thanks to the Lord of Hosts, for 
the Lord is good; His kindness is everlasting’, as they bring thanksgiving offerings to the House of 
the Lord. For I will restore the fortunes of the land as of old, saith the Lord.” 
   

,gs ostk ibujv ,rzgc rndb     
         ighhxs tbnjr lhrc   
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