
Tefila 101-

Lesson 2-Our Dining Tables As Substitutes For The 

Source 1

Translation: Rab Judah said further: There are three things the drawing out of which prolongs a man's
days and years; the drawing out of prayer, the drawing out of a meal, and the drawing out of a visit to the
privy.  ‘He who draws out his meal’, because it may happen that a poor man will come and he will receive
something to eat, as it is written, The altar of wood three cubits high . . . . and he said to me, This is the
table that is before the Lord.  Now the verse opens with the word ‘altar’ and finishes with the word ‘table’?
R. Johanan and R. Eleazar both explain that as long as the Temple stood, the altar atoned for the Jewish
People, but now a man's table brings atonement for him. 

Source 2

Translation: That we cut our bread in the presence of salt is explained by the Geonim as based on our
tables being viewed as substitutes for the altar in the Beit Hamikdash based on the verse The altar, three
cubits high, and the length thereof two cubits, was of food, and so the corners; the length thereof and the
walls thereof, were also of wood; and he said unto me: ‘This is the table that is before the Lord’(Yichezkel
41,22); just as the altar in the Beit Hamikdash brings forgiveness so too a person’s dining table brings
forgiveness and concerning the altar it is written: (Va”yikra 2, 13): for all your offerings include salt.

Source 3
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Translation:  It is the custom to remove the knife from the table before we recite Birkat Hamazone.  Others
have the practice of covering the knife.  The reason for the practice is based on the Talmud that taught  He
who draws out his meal merits a long life and it is written at the end of Maseches Chagigah that R.
Yochonon and Reish Lakish together said: Just as the altar in the Beit Hamikdash brought forgiveness so
too a person’s dining table brings forgiveness; i.e. from the time the Beit Hamikdash was destroyed a
person’s dining table replaced the altar as the means of obtaining forgiveness based on a verse: The altar,
three cubits high, and the length thereof two cubits, etc. and then “This is the table that is before the Lord.
We learn from the juxtaposition of the word altar near the word table that the table can bring forgiveness.
We remove the knives because concerning the altar we learn that we should not place metal on the altar
(Devarim 27, 5).  The purpose of the altar is to lengthen a person’s life and so too a dining table.  The
purpose of a knife is to shorten people’s lives.  If we leave the knife on the table, it will shorten what was to
be lengthened.   From one of my friends, R. Simcha is his name, I heard a second reason.  Once a person
was reciting Birkat Hamazone.  When he reached the Bracha of Boneh Yerushalayim, he recalled the
destruction of the Beit Hamikdash.  The thought brought him great distress to the point that he took a
knife from the table and pierced his heart with it.  As a result, we follow the custom of removing the knife
from the table while we recite Birkat Hamazone.

Source 4

Translation: This is the reason why drawing out a meal merits a person to a long life.  Perhaps a poor
person will come and you will share your meal with him.  We learn that there is no greater charity than
feeding a poor and hungry person as the verse says (Mishlei 10, 2) charity saves a person from death.

Source 5

Translation: We learn in Maseches Avot (Ch. 3, Mishna 3) every table at which a meal was shared and
words of Torah were shared, it is as if they ate from G-d’s table as it is written: “This is the table that is
before the Lord.  But at any table at which a meal was shared but no Divrei Torah were shared it is like
the altar of the dead as it is written: (Yeshayahu 28, 8) all the tables are full of vomit.  The reason is that
the act of eating and drinking can result in the evil inclination overwhelming a person.  His evil desires then
appear as it is written 
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(Devarim 31, 20) you will eat and be satisfied and then turn to other gods and it is written (Devarim 8,
12) perhaps you will eat and be satisfied and you become haughty and it is written (Shemot 32, 6) and the
people sat to eat and drink (concerning the sin of the golden calf).  We further learned in Maseches Brachot
32a: a full stomach is a bad sort.  That means a full stomach leads to acting improperly.  That is why
Chazal admonished us to share Divrei Torah at a meal so that we are reminded not to act improperly.  

Source 6

Translation: When we share Divrei Torah during a meal, the food reaches a level of holiness.  It is
considered like the offerings that were brought at the Beit Hamikdash because Divrei Torah are compared
to fire as it is written: (Yirmiyahu 23, 29) Are not My words like fire says G-d.  Just as fire purifies and
brings together remainders and impurities to create something useful so too words of Torah cleanse and raise
the level of holiness of the food.  Those words banish impurities and cleanse the food so that the food
qualifies to have been brought as a sacrifice on the altar in the Beit Hamikdash.  We also learn that the act
of eating is for the purpose of strengthening our bodies so that we have the capability to serve G-d.  That
means that eating should be viewed as an essential part of how we serve G-d.

Source 7

Translation: Mishnah 2. Rav Hananiah son of Teradion said: when two sit together and there
are no words of Torah spoken between them, this constitutes a session of scorners, as it is said: he did not sit
in the place where the scornful are found. But when two sit together and there are words of Torah spoken
between them, the Shechinah rests among them, as it is said: then they that feared the Lord spoke one with
another; and the Lord hearkened and heard, and a book of remembrance was written before Him, for those
who feared G-d and who thought of Him. I have scriptural proof for the presence of the Shechinah when two
speak words of Torah, from where is there proof that even when only one person sits and studies Torah, G-d
rewards him? That he is rewarded is derived from the verse: though he sit alone and meditate in stillness, yet
he receives a reward.
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Source 8

Translation: Mishnah 3. Rav Shimon said: three men who have eaten at one table and have not spoken
words of Torah while eating are like a person who ate sacrifices offered to the dead. Concerning such people
it is said: for all tables are full of filthy vomit, they are without G-d. However three men who have eaten at
one table, and have spoken words of Torah during the meal are like men who have eaten at the table of
G-d, as it is written: this is the table before G-d.
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