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Challah Back: A Beit Midrash in the Kitchen 
May 6, 2012 
Compiled by Vered Meir* 
  

1. Challah 

 

Numbers 15:18-21 
18 And God spoke to Moshe, saying: 
“Speak to the Israelites, and you shall say 
to them: ‘When you enter the land which I am about to bring you 19 and you eat of the bread of the land, you shall set some aside 
as a gift to God. 20 The first yield of your kneading troughs, a round loaf, you shall present in donation, like the donation of the 
threshing floor.  21 From the first yield of your kneading troughs you shall give to God, a gift throughout the ages.   
(trans. JPS & Alter adapted)     

2. Lechem Mishnah (2 loaves) 

Shemot 16:22 
22 And it happened on the sixth day, that they gathered a double portion of bread, two omers for each, and all the chiefs of the 
community came and told Moshe. 23 And he said to them, “that is what Adonai has spoken.  A day of rest, a holy Shabbat to God 
is tomorrow.  What you bake, bake, and what you cook, cook, and whatever is left over leave for yourselves to be kept until 
morning.”   
(Trans. Alter)   

3. Separation 

1. Why do you think we are commanded to give a gift of bread to God? How might this add holiness to our Shabbat practice?  
2. Does the text in section #2 (lechem Mishnah) relate to your understanding of Shabbat, or your Shabbat practice? How?  
3. Lehafrish literally means to separate. The blessing for challah is to separate challah from dough. How does this blessing 

guide the transformation of dough to food? 
4. Where else in Jewish tradition are we required to separate? What significance does it hold in these other contexts? What 

significance, if any, might this hold for queer Jews? 

 

Baruch ata Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha-olam, asher kideshanu be-mitzvotav ve-tzivanu lehafrish challah min ha-isah. 
Blessed are you, our God, who made us holy with Your commandments and commanded us to separate challah from the 
dough. 

*With gratitude to Rabbi Joseph Berman for his assistance with texts! 
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4. Salt 

1. What is the text saying is the significance of salting bread? 
2. What do you think it means to liken a table to an altar? 
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5. Oneg Shabbat 

Said Rabbi Yehuda, said Rav: Anyone who makes the Sabbath delight is given the desires of his heart, as it is said, 

“Delight yourself on the Lord’s account and God will give you the desires of your heart.”  (Psalm 37:4)  This ‘delight,’ I 

do not know what it is.  When scripture says, “And call the Sabbath a delight” one should conclude that this is the 

making of Shabbat a delight.  But with what does one confer the delight upon it?  Rav Judah the son of Rav Shemuel 

son of Shalit in the name of Rav said: With a stew of spinach, and large fish, and heads of garlic.  Rabbi Chiya son of 

Ashi said that Rav said” Even a minor thing done in honor of the Sabbath, that too is delight.  What is such a 

thing?  Said Rav Papa: A cup of fish stew.    

Source: Talmud Bavli, Tractate Shabbat 118b  

6. Hiddur Mitzvah (beautification of commandment) 
Beauty enhances the mitzvot by appealing to the senses. Beautiful sounds and agreeable fragrances, tastes, textures, 
colors, and artistry contribute to human enjoyment of religious acts, and beauty itself takes on a religious dimension. 
The principle of enhancing a mitzvah through aesthetics is called Hiddur Mitzvah. 
 
The concept of Hiddur Mitzvahis derived from Rabbi Ishmael's comment on the verse, "This is my God and I will glori-
fy Him" (Exodus 15:2) 
 
"Is it possible for a human being to add glory to the Creator? What this really means is: I shall glorify God in the way I 
perform mitzvot. I shall prepare before God a beautiful lulav, beautiful sukkah, beautiful fringes (Tsitsit), and beauti-
ful phylacteries (Tefilin)." [Midrash Mechilta, Shirata, chapter 3, ed. Lauterbach, p. 25.]  
 
Source: www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/About_Holidays/Types_of_Holidays/Meaning_of_Holidays/Art.shtml 

1. What is the text saying “call the Sabbath a delight” means? 
2. The text refers specifically to spinach, fish, and garlic. How might we interpret this for contemporary foods? 

How does this relate to bread/challah, if at all? 
3. How might the concept of hiddur mitzvah relate to challah, particularly baking challah? 
4. What are some other ways we can apply hiddur mitzvah to our daily lives and our Shabbat practices? 
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Source: Maggie Glezer, A Blessing of Bread: Recipes and Rituals, Memories, and Mitzvahs. New York: Artisan Press, 2004. 
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7ÈÏÌÅ 7ÈÅÁÔ #ÈÁÌÌÁÈ 
Vered Meir, adapted from a recipe by David Belcourt of Newton, MA 

2 envelopes (2 tablespoons) active dry yeast  
½ cup honey (170 grams) 
1 ¾ cup hot tap water  
¾ cup grapeseed oil (150 grams) 
3 eggs 
4 tsp. sea salt 
2 cups whole wheat flour (225 grams) 
5-6 cups white flour (about 1.5 lbs or 680 grams) (bread flour preferred but all-purpose is OK)  
1 egg yolk for basting  
 

In a large mixing bowl or electric mixer, combine yeast and honey. Mix in the hot water and stir with a wire 

whisk. It should form bubbles. Let stand for a few minutes, then add the oil, eggs, and salt, and whisk togeth-

er. Add flour 1 cup at a time, switching from the whisk to a wooden utensil when the dough gets thicker (or 

switching from whisk to paddle if you're using an electric mixer). Turn the dough out on a flat surface and 

knead for 10 minutes, adding more flour if the dough is very sticky. When you’re finished kneading, the 

dough should be smooth and elastic and should bounce back when poked.  

Oil a new (or cleaned) bowl, put the dough in, and flip it over once to coat it with oil so it can rise easily. Cov-

er with a cotton towel and let rise in a warm place for 1-2 hours. Braid the dough, put it on your baking sheet, 

then let rise again for 30 minutes. Preheat oven to 350.  Baste well with egg (use just the yolk if you want the 

challah extra shiny and golden), cover with sesame or poppy seeds. Bake at 350 for 40-45 minutes (time de-

pends on your oven and on the size of your challot). Yields three small or two large challot. 
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'ÌÕÔÅÎ &ÒÅÅ /ÁÔ #ÈÁÌÌÁÈ 
6ÅÒÅÄ -ÅÉÒ 

1 package dry yeast (about 1 tbsp) 
1 1/4 cups warm water 
1/4 cup honey (85 grams) 
 
2 eggs (vegan version: 2 tbsp flax seeds blended with 6 tbsp warm water until frothy) 
1/4 cup grapeseed oil 
1 tsp cider vinegar 
 
 2 tsp sea salt 
1 tbsp xantham gum 
1 cup (or 140 grams) tapioca flour/starch 
1 ½ cups (or 200 grams) gluten-free oat flour 
½ cups (or 40 grams) quinoa, brown rice, or other gluten-free flour 

 

Using an electric mixer (works best), place the yeast and honey in the bottom of the bowl.  Cover with the 

warm water and mix for 10-20 seconds or so. Let the yeast foam and bubble for a minute.  Mix in wet in-

gredients first (eggs, oil, vinegar) and then add the flours, salt, and xantham gum. Mix well.  Pour into a 

lightly oiled 9x5 loaf pan and smooth the top. Cover with a clean dishtowel and let rise for 1 1/2 to 2 hours. 

15 minutes before it's finished rising, preheat the oven to 375. Remove the dishtowel and bake until gold-

en brown, about 40 to 45 minutes. Let it cool for a few minutes out of the oven in the pan before remov-

ing. Remove to a cooling rack and let cool 30 minutes before slicing. If you are slicing to toast, I recommend 

slicing thin.  If you have a good knife, this bread should slice easily. 


