
Hafrashas Challah and Women 

1. The mitzvah of separating Challah is one of the three mitzvos which are uniquely given over to women to 

perform. The other two are (1) lighting the Shabbos candles and (2) Taharas Hamishpacha. 

2. It is also a merit for women who perform these mitzvos carefully, to have a safe childbirth.  

3. The medrash tells us that when Sarah Imeinu was niftar, three special things no longer existed. These three are 

the cloud that hovered over her tent, that her candles stayed lit from week to week and that her challah 

remained fresh all week long. The three parallel the three mitzvos that are uniquely women’s.  

4. One who separates challah, is considered as if he had nullified idol worship, since: 

a. She is making the statement that all material blessings come from H-shem and that it is H-shem who 

grants us material wealth. 

b. She recognizes the source of everything and the unity in Creation and that even mundane acts are 

connected to spirituality. We are both body and soul -  the two are connected. Food connects our body 

and soul – without food, one cannot live and one’s soul leaves the body.  

c. Furthermore, food affects our neshama. H-shem created every being with a food which is appropriate 

for it. Human beings have food which requires labor – bread is not picked off a tree; there are many 

steps which are required (and listed in the laws of Shabbos) until the bread is complete. It represents 

that which man can exist from. By elevating the staff of life, we are infusing spirituality into our every 

day lives. 

5. The world is composed of earth and water; man is composed of physicality and intellect.  By separating challah, 

we dedicate a part of ourselves to G-d – a part of ourselves which is a combination of our physical and spiritual 

selves. (Maharal) 

6. The Mishna Berura (Chafetz Chaim) says that when one bakes Challah, it is a way of honoring the Shabbos and 

brings beracha to the house for the entire week. He speaks very strongly about the importance of women 

making their own challahs and not relying on bakeries for challah. 

 

Laws of Hafrashas Challah 

The mitzvah of separating challah is the 385th (according to the counting of the Sefer HaChinuch), and is written in 

Bamidbar (25:14): “Of the first of your dough you shall set apart challah for a gift.” The challah that was set aside was 

intended to be given to the Kohen. It was a gift that he and his family could benefit from immediately, since it did not 

require toil – it was ready-prepared food.  

The Sefer HaChinuch tells us that “at the root of the precept lies the reason that man’s sustenance is from food and 

most of the world lives on bread . . . G-d wished to make us meritorious by a constant mitzvah with our bread, so that 

blessing will dwell on it through the mitzvah and we shall earn merit for ourselves. As a result, the dough provides food 

for the body and food for the spirit.” 



The mitzvah applies in Eretz Yisroel, when the mehority of Jews live there (and according to some, only in the time of the 

Bais HaMikdash). However, it is a mitzvah midrabbanan to separate challah, even outside of Eretz Yisroel so that the 

mitzvah should be remembered and not forgotten by the people. (Parallel this to carrying on Shabbos!) However, when 

the mitzvah was required Biblically, the amount taken as challah was 1/24 or 1/48th. Now that it is only taken 

rabbinically, the required amount to separate is the size of an olive. For hafrashas challah, we use the measurement of 

one oz., or about the size of a ping-pong ball. 

Furthermore, the challah dough is not given to a Kohen to eat (and a Kohen and his wife must separate challah from 

their own dough), but is set aside and burned. This is because in order to be permitted to eat the challah, the kohen 

must be in a state of purity, and nowadays, Kohanim are all ritually impure. 

When and How to Separate the Challah 

Challah is separated from dough which is made from any of the five grains – wheat, barley, oat, spelt or rye.  

1. If there is at least 2 lb and 10.2 oz of flour = 1 Kilo - equivalent of 8 cups, then one separates a piece of challah 

without a beracha. 

2. If there is 5 lb of flour = 2.2 Kilo = 17 cups of flour (Sefardim would do this for 4 lb or 1.7 kilo), then one 

separates challah with a beracha. 

After the dough has been combined completely, and before it has been separated into loaves, one separates a piece of 

challah (the size of an egg) and while separating the piece recites the beracha, “ . . . asher kidishanu bimitzvosav 

vitzivanu lihafrish challah (min ha’issa).” One then states, “This is Challah” or “Zeh Yehei Challah al Kol HaEesa.” One 

may not speak between the beracha and declaration of challah. 

One can then add personal prayers, or a special yehi ratzon that is said after separating challah. 

The challah dough may only be separated by one who owns the dough, or someone who received permission from the 

owner. It may not be separated by a child under bar or bas mitzvah, nor by a non-Jew. If the dough will spoil, then 

another person may separate challah, even if she has not received explicit permission from the owner of the dough. 

What to Do With the Challah? 

The challah dough is kadosh, and therefore should not be burned unwrapped in a regular oven, or directly on the oven 

racks, since it can cause the oven to become treif. Rather, it should be double-wrapped in aluminum and then burned in 

the oven.   

The challah should be burned completely. This is most easily done if (1) the piece is not too big, so only separate the 

requisite amount of 1 oz. (2) by wrapping it in aluminum foil and then flattening the foil (3) placed in the toaster oven on 

high. After burning the challah, one may dispose of it in the garbage. 

If it is too difficult to do burn the challah, one should wrap it well and dispose of it in the garbage. 

What if One Forgot to Separate Challah? 

It is interested, that one reason we call Shabbos bread Challah is to remind ourselves to ensure that challah was indeed 

separated. However, what if one forgot? 



1. If one realized after baking challah, she is obligated to take challah after the dough is baked. In order to do so 

after the challah is baked, she needs to “combine” the challahs together before separating challah. This is done 

by one of the methods described below: 

a. She should place all the challahs together in one very large container, in which the walls of the container 

reach above the baked goods. If the walls are lower than the challah, then one should also cover it with 

a cloth or towel which is long enough to reach down to the side of the container. 

b. She may place a pot over the baked goods to combine them together. 

c. She may place all the challahs in a cloth, and then lift the corners to the center to form a kind of 

container. 

2. Then, she makes a beracha and separates the size of an olive (nowadays an egg) and burns it, as above. 

What if one only remembered after Shabbos? 

1. One is forbidden to separate Challah on Shabbos. If one baked challah on Yom Tov, then that dough can have 

challah separated. If the challah was baked before Yom Tov, the challah cannot be taken on Yom Tov. 

2. In Eretz Yisroel, the challah may not be eaten until a piece is separated after Shabbos. 

3. In Chutz La’aretz, one may eat of the challah on Shabbos or Yom Tov, but he must leave over a portion of the 

challah and have in mind to separate from that piece after Shabbos. (The piece itself is not the challah; the 

challah is separated from that piece.)  

4. After Shabbos, one should separate challah. If the piece is the size of an olive (nowadays an egg), one makes a 

beracha when separating the piece. If the piece is smaller than that, then one says it without a beracha. 

5. One does not need a piece from each challah; one only requires a piece from the dough. (Note: If Eretz Pesach 

falls on Shabbos one should be extremely careful to remember to separate challah, lest he come to a problem of 

needing to save challah that may not be saved.) 

Hafrashas Challah With Rebbetzin Batsheva Kanievsky, a”h 

By Esther Drezdner In Hamodia Newspaper 

I humbly put pen to paper and my hands tremble in awe, as I begin to write about my special, precious visit with 

Rebbetzin Kanievsky, a”h, just a few short months ago. 

Who would have dreamed that this was the last time I would be in the joyous presence of so great a personality as 

Rebbetzin Batsheva Kanievsky? As it was, the visit left a deep impact on me, but to think that this was the very last time? 

Totally inconceivable! 

While on a trip to Eretz Yisrael for Lag Ba’Omer, I was walking down the streets of Geulah, soaking in the kedushah of 

Yerushalayim, when my cell phone rang. My son was on the other line, saying, “Mommy, please get to Bnei Brak as fast 

as you can! We have an appointment with Harav Chaim Kanievsky, shlita, and we are all waiting for you!” 

I grabbed a monit and was on my way in seconds. Every minute of that ride seemed like an hour, as I was anxiously 

awaiting the special opportunity to get a brachah from the Gadol Hador and a warm smile from his Rebbetzin. 



My son was already waiting for me outside Rav Kanievsky’s home on Rechov Rashbam when the taxi pulled up. Time 

was of the essence and we nearly flew up the steps to meet with the other members of our mishpachah who were 

privileged to be at that gathering. 

And standing there to greet us was the Rebbetzin. Wiping her hands on her apron, with a wide smile on her face as she 

saw us, she received us with the warmest “Shalom aleichem,” and graciously welcomed us into her home - my children, 

my mechuteniste, my granddaughter and myself. The Rebbetzin made us feel like royalty as she offered us cold drinks 

and showered us with her heartfelt brachos. We women stood in the dining room together and chatted while the men 

went into Rav Kanievsky’s private chambers for brachos and guidance b’derech haTorah. We posed for pictures with the 

Rebbetzin, as she broadly smiled with us. If only we could relive that wondrous day!  

The best was yet to come, as we were invited to join Rebbetzin Kanievsky as she took challah from the freshly kneaded 

dough of her Shabbos challos, a weekly event that brought many women and girls to Rebbetzin Kanievsky’s kitchen 

every Thursday afternoon. 

Our little group was escorted by the Rebbetzin herself to her tiny kitchen to watch her partake in the 

great mitzvah of hafrashas challah. I can still hear her telling me, “I want you to stay near me the whole time!” I cannot 

begin to describe my awe and yirah as I watched the Rebbetzin in that tiny kitchen, with so many women from all walks 

of life. Tears rolled down my face as I realized this tremendous opportunity to see greatness in action. 

There was absolute silence as Rebbetzin Kanievsky sprinkled some flour onto the dough, then placed her hand under the 

cover of the huge plastic bowl. She carefully separated a small piece of dough from the mixture and held it aloft for all to 

see, proclaiming, “This is challah.”  

Rebbetzin Kanievsky then loudly made the brachah of hafrashas challah, and all the women present answered a 

resounding “Amen!” Still keeping her hand with the piece of challah deep inside the bowl, the Rebbetzin whispered her 

special tefillos for many, many minutes. 

Nobody moved or made a sound as we watched her daven to Hashem. We just stared at her, in awe of 

such kavanah and devotion to the Ribbono shel Olam while performing a mitzvah. After the Rebbetzin finished 

her tefillos for hafrashas challah, she began accepting slips of paper on which were written names and requests 

for brachosfor various  refuos and yeshuos. Rebbetzin Kanievsky read each and every name out loud, gave a warm, 

heartfelt brachah, and, together, we all shouted “Amen!” By the time the last name was read, there wasn’t a dry eye 

among us. Our faces were literally drenched with tears, so deeply and emotionally were we all ensconced in the 

bakashos of our fellow Yiddishe sisters with us there in that small kitchen, and spilling into the hallways as well. 

Nobody wanted to leave. We just wanted to absorb more and more of Rebbetzin Kanievsky’s warm and loving presence. 

She smiled at all the women and wished us all a very good Shabbos, with kol tuv. She heaped brachos upon all of 

us, brachos that will warm my neshamah forever. 

 

Rebbetzin Tzipporah Heller on Hafrashas Challah 

There is something about making dough that can only be described with the old cliche, "real." I find that the rhythm of 

kneading and the fragrance of the loaves is as close as one can get to "experiencing" music. In homes where Shabbat is 



the soul of the week, bread-making becomes something more, something part and parcel of the way Shabbat bonds the 

two worlds -- spiritual and physical -- in which we all live. 

Most of us are familiar with the braided Shabbat loaves and call them "challah." Literally, challah is a mitzvah in the 

Torah (Numbers 15:17-21), which enjoins us to set aside one piece of dough from each batch we make, as it says: "…It 

shall be that when you eat the bread of the land, you shall set aside a portion [of dough] for God." 

Actually, the word "challah" doesn't mean bread, dough, or any of the other words that seem to describe the aromatic 

loaves. The root of the word is chol, which means ordinary or secular. 

Is Anything Really Ordinary? 

When I went to camp as a child one of my least favorite activities was what was known as "the nature walk," in which a 

large group of incurably urban children were taken through the monotonous backwoods roads of the Catskills in upstate 

New York. To pass the time on the dusty highways we would sing: "We're here because we're here because we're 

here…" (ad infinitum). 

For most of us, these words describe the way we see the world. We are desensitized to its wonder and beauty, to the 

extent that "ordinary" describes the way we see life: banal, unremarkable, and most of all "because it's there." 

The Torah presents us with a radically different approach. Everything is in its essence holy, kodesh, and always will be. 

God gives us permission to use His world for a "mundane, chol" purpose, under one condition: that we preserve its holy 

essence. 

And what word describes everything in the world after we make this commitment? Chol, which means ordinary. 

"Ordinary" life has a holy source, and it is our responsibility to use it well. 

This is especially true in regard to bread. Nothing is more "ordinary" than eating. Yet on an intuitive level we can connect 

to the mystic energy of the earth itself while making bread, in its feel and texture. It is meant to touch us deeply, 

and halacha (literally, "the way to walk") tells us how use its power well. 

Microcosm of the World 

The Midrash (Bamidbar Rabbah 15) tells us that challah is one of the three things for which God created the world. The 

Torah refers to challah as reishit -- "the first," related to the first word of Genesis, B'reishit -- "in the beginning." Challah 

is called "the first" because it is so primary to the world's purpose. 

Maharal explains this idea further by pointing out that the world is like an enormous human and that each human is like 

a mini-universe. Just as the globe is land and water, so too the human is composed of earth -- compared to flour, and 

spirit and intellect -- compared to water. Humans, as a combination of body and soul, flour and water, are like a dough. 

By separating challah we consecrate our multifaceted identity, the "dough." As a result, God permits us to use this 

dough in the process of rectifying ourselves and world. 

One of the great mystical scholars, the Shlah, takes this idea even further. He begins by asking a classical question that 

had been posed by scholars over the centuries. Being alive means that the soul stays in the body. In order to live, we 

have to eat. Yet what is there about eating that keeps the soul (which clearly doesn't need nutrients) inside the body? 

The Shlah explains that everything we observe in this world has a spiritual parallel. The nourishment that food gives the 

body has a parallel nourishment that sustains the soul. "Man does not live by bread alone, but rather by what comes 



forth from God's mouth does man live" (Deut. 8:3). The Torah is telling us that while bread alone may sustain the body, 

it is the word of God -- concealed within the physical properties of the bread -- that sustains one's soul. And separating 

challah initiates this process of spiritual nurture. 

It is instructive to note that in the biblical text (Numbers ch. 15), the mitzvah of challah is juxtaposed to the laws 

prohibiting idol worship. What possible connection exists between uplifting bread and polytheism? 

The nature of idol worship is to see the Creator as being removed from His creations. Idolaters will isolate whatever they 

perceive as being the most powerful or beautiful force in the created world, and use it as a medium in their search for a 

God who they perceive as ultimately inaccessible. It is inconceivable to them that God can be found in the midst of the 

world that seems to cry out, "We're here because we're here because we're here." By taking challah, we are saying that 

God is here! He is the source of our souls, bodies, and the forces that sustain them. He is One, and nothing is separate 

from His transcendental unity. 

Staff of Life 

A person could conceivably live on bread and water (as opposed to bananas and water). It is for this reason that bread is 

called "the staff of life." Of course it is what sustains us physically, and it is up to us to imbue that experience with 

meaning. Let us assume for a moment that we actually savor a moment of connection with God as we release His gift 

from His domain. Then just at that moment, the baby cries, the phone rings, and the timer begins to let you know that 

it's time to take the shirts out of the dryer. It is easy to fall into the trap of thinking that somehow the moment never 

took place, that all there is to life is mindless movement in which no goal is attained (or even attainable) for more than a 

few minutes at a time. 

In truth, however, every moment of connection is real not only now, but forever. When Moshiach comes, we will 

experience the unending beauty and excitement of discovering God again and again, even in the core physical 

experience of making bread. The spiritual light will break through, and reveal how the bread was a means of "holding" 

that light and making its presence tangibly felt in our material world. 

Our matriarch Sarah achieved this level in her own lifetime. The Talmud tells us that her bread stayed fresh from Friday 

to Friday. The life force that she was able to identify -- the Shechinah presence of God -- did not depart. In her role as 

matriarch, Sarah laid the foundations for the future of every Jewish woman's spiritual journey. God allowed her to 

experience a miracle week after week -- leaving an indelible imprint not just on her, but on each of her future 

descendants. 

Women and Challah 

There is a reason why Sarah was the one to experience this miracle, and not Abraham. Each gender has a distinct 

direction in their spiritual path. While men bring down light from above to below, through learning Torah as an end in 

itself, women elevate this world and raise it to reconnect with the Source from which it came. When Sarah died, the 

miracle no longer took place -- even though the widowed Abraham continued to take challah from the dough. 

Today too, women are given precedence in performing this mitzvah. As life-givers they can either rectify the world by 

relating it to its source, or destroy its integrity by not actualizing their faith in God's presence. They are the ones who 

knead the dough, and feel how its components of flour and water -- physical and spiritual -- join. 



May it be our merit to see the unity and wholeness -- that challah so deeply represents -- redefining the fragmented and 

wounded world in which we live. 

The Nitty Gritty How To 

The mitzvah of "taking challah" applies any time you make dough (even during the week) using a kilo (2.2 pounds) of any 

one or combination of five flours: wheat, spelt, rye, barley or oats. 

First, mix the flour with water (and any other ingredients that you use). When it turns into dough, take about a handful 

from the mixture, separate it from the rest, raise the piece up and declare, "This is challah." Now put aside the piece you 

removed from the dough ("the challah"), and bake the rest. 

In times of the Holy Temple, this piece would be consecrated for use by the kohanim (priests) and their families. Today, 

although the Temple no longer exists tangibly, it is still the focus of our spiritual vision of our identity as a people. To 

commemorate it, we take the piece of dough and either discard it (after wrapping it so that it doesn't come in direct 

contact with the rest of the trash) or burn it. If you burn it, it should be wrapped in aluminum foil, and nothing else 

should be baking in the oven at the same time. 

The moment after "challah" is removed is a time of profound spiritual closeness to God. 

The moment after "challah" (what the piece is called) is removed is a time of profound spiritual closeness to God. It is a 

conduit between this reality and a level of being far beyond the walls of our kitchens. Many women will take advantage 

of this moment to pray for their families, for our people, and for the restoration of the Temple, or for anyone who is in 

need of special merit. 

If you are baking a large dough (using 2.2 kilo / 5 pounds of flour according to Ashkenazi custom, or 1.7 kilo / 4 pounds 

according to Sephardic custom), a blessing is said before removing the piece of dough. The blessing is: 

  

Baruch ata Adonoy, Eloheinu melech ha-olam, asher kidishanu bimitzvo'sav, vitzivanu lihafrish challah min ha-issa. 

  

Blessed are You God, King of the Universe, Who made us holy with His commandments, and commanded us to separate 

challah from the dough. 

  

By invoking God's name, the force of the act is far greater. Because of this, some women will make a large dough so that 

they can say the blessing. You could then either give some loaves away (I have yet to hear a complaint from a recipient!), 

or freeze the extra. 

[If you live outside of Israel, and forget to separate the dough and have no other bread to use on Shabbat, you can take 

off a little piece (without saying "this is challah" or saying a blessing) and eat the bread. In Israel, the bread is considered 

to be actually "unkosher" until the proper blessing is said after Shabbat.] 

Fool-proof Challah Recipe 

Ingredients: 

• 3 cups of water 

• 50 grams of yeast (or 4 tablespoons dry yeast) 



• one cup of sugar or honey (or a mixture of both) 

• 3 eggs (this recipe also works without eggs!) 

• one cup of oil 

• 3 tablespoons of salt (don't try to reduce the salt in the recipe) 

• 2.2 - 2.5 kilo flour (or 1 5 lb. bag of flour ( approx. 12 cups)) 

(I use whole wheat, but this works with white flour or with a mixture of white and whole wheat.) 

  

If you like savory challah, you might want to add a mixture of fried onions, garlic and olives. In this case sprinkle with 

zatar rather than cinnamon, and reduce the sugar by half or even less according to taste. Don't eliminate the sugar 

completely, or else the dough will be heavy (the sugar activates the yeast). 

1) Dilute 50 grams of yeast in one cup of warm water, one cup of flour and one cup of sugar. Wait until it froths -- about 

10 minutes. (This is a perfect opportunity to call an elderly friend or relative.) 

2) Add 2 more cups of water, one cup of oil, 3 eggs, and one bag of flour. Mix using the dough hooks on your mixer, or 

the two arms God gave you. 

3) Add 3 tablespoons of salt and the rest of the flour. Keep on mixing until you discover that you are kneading and not 

mixing. Keep at it until the dough is smooth and not sticky. (Add the onion mix if you wish savory challahs.) 

4) Do something else for at least 3 hours, or until the dough doubles in size. You can cook the rest of your Shabbat food, 

or put the dough in the fridge, take a nap, and go on to the next step in your day. 

5) Punch the dough down again, then let it rise again. (It will go quicker the second time around.) 

6) Take the piece of dough that you will be separating and consecrating as challah. Say the blessing if the amount of 

flour used is sufficient (see above), and dispose of it as directed. Make use of the holiness of the moment to let some joy 

wash over you -- as you celebrate God's goodness, the vitality of the dough, and your place as a link in the tradition that 

began with Sarah. 

7) Roll into braids, knot into rolls, or shape any way you wish. The tradition of braiding challah (with either three or six 

strands per loaf) goes back to an earlier custom mentioned by the Arizal of using 12 loaves, to symbolize the 12 tribes of 

Israel. By braiding the dough, you use either 12 strands per meal, or 12 strands for the two main meals. 

8) Let the twisted loaves rise for about 30 minutes, then put onto baking pans lightly sprinkled with cinnamon. Brush 

with egg yolk diluted with water, and sprinkle with sesame seeds. 

9) Bake at an initially high heat and reduce to medium heat after 10 minutes. The challahs are done when they look 

done and sound hollow when you tap them. Depending on their size, this will take between 30-60 minutes. 

Shabbat Shalom! 

 

 


