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Prayer #28 

BaMeh Madlikin—Tora Study in the Midst of Prayer? 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Summer 5773 

 

 A standard feature of the Friday night prayer service is the recitation of the second 

chapter of Mishna Shabbat, beginning with the words, “BaMeh Madlikin” (with what [in terms 

of wicks and oils]1 do we light [the Shabbat lights]?) Including a portion of the Mishna within the 

regular synagogue service parallels the Korbanot (sacrifices) section of  daily Shacharit, in which 

the fifth chapter of Zevachim (“Eizehu Mekoman Shel Zevachim”—what is the location [in the 

Temple] for [various] sacrifices) is included along with relevant biblical verses and Talmudic 

passages.2 Yet a distinction can be made regarding the respective roles that these two sections 

of Mishnayot play within the standard liturgy. The Mishnaic chapter that is associated with the 

morning prayers, known as “Korbanot”, is part of a formalized effort to engage the pray-er in 

Tora study, following his recitation of Birchat HaTora3 upon arising.4 However, to direct one to  

study Mishna at the end of the day, when a person should have already fulfilled his quota of 

study material, leads us to conclude that Bameh Madlikin is intended to achieve a different 

                                                           
1
 Reasons for disqualifying certain wicks and oils include: a) the wick does not draw up oil properly 

resulting in a poor flame that either might go out, or that someone might be tempted to illegally adjust on 
Shabbat; b) the oil gives off a disagreeable odor that might lead a person to sit elsewhere in the dark; c) 
the flame might become extinguished resulting in an individual sitting in the dark and thereby not fulfilling 
one of the Mitzvot of Shabbat to sit in a place that is lit, thereby contributing to Shalom Bayit (domestic 
tranquility).  
2
 Koren Siddur, p. 50 ff. 

3
 Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, Who has Made us holy through His 

Commandments, and has Commanded us to engage in study of the words of Tora.  
Please, Lord our God, make the words of Your Tora sweet in our mouths and in the mouths of Your 
People, the house of Israel. May all know Your Name and study Your Tora for its own sake. Blessed are 
You, Lord, Who Teaches Tora to His People Israel.  
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, Who has Chosen us from all the peoples and Given us 
His Tora. Blessed are You, Lord, Giver of the Tora.  
  Ibid., p. 8. 
44

 Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim, Hilchot Birchot HaShachar VeSha’ar Berachot 50:1 
It was established to review after the Parasha of the Korban Tamid (BaMidbar 28:1-8; VaYikra 
1:11) the chapter “Eizehu Mekoman” and the Baraita of R. Yishmael (see Koren Siddur, p. 54) in 
order that every person will merit studying every day Mikra (biblical verses), Mishna and 
Gemora, because the Baraita of R. Yishmael is in place of Gemora, since Midrash is like Gemora. 

This particular division of one’s daily Tora subject matter is based upon the following Talmudic passage: 
Kiddushin 30a 
R. Safra said on the authority of R. Yehoshua b. Chanania: What is meant by, “And thou shalt 
teach them diligently [ve-shinnantem] unto thy children”?  Read not ve-shinnantem, but ve-
shillashtem: [you shall divide into three]: one should always divide his years into three: 
[devoting] a third to Mikra, a third to Mishnah, and a third to Talmud. Does one then know how 
long he will live? —This refers only to (individual) days.  
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purpose. Ismar Elbogen,5 after mentioning a practical consideration for the insertion of the 

Mishna specifically during the Friday night prayer, writes that the timing of the reading of 

BaMeh Madlikin varies in different communities and according to specific Nuschaot (versions of 

the liturgy): 

 

BaMeh Madlikin was introduced in order to keep the congregation in the 

synagogue as long as possible out of consideration for those who had come late 

to the service.6 7  

…In Seder R. Amram Gaon and the medieval codes, it stands at the very end.8 In 

Machzor Vitry and thus in Ashkenaz, it precedes Kiddush, while in Sapharad it 

was moved to the place before the Evening Service by reason of its 

conclusion…9 In some congregations it was even recited before the Afternoon 

Service…10 11 

                                                           
5
 Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, trans. Raymond Scheindlin, JPS, Philadelphia, 1993, p. 95. 

6
 Mateh Moshe, #433 

And the Gaonim, Z”L, have stated that they instituted that this be said in order to wait for the 
individuals who have not as yet prayed because of the danger in the evening where “Mazikin” 
(destroyers) are common. 

7
 With respect to the inclusion in the Friday night service of a quasi-repetition of the Amida (Ma’ariv 

during the week does not involve any such repetition), RaShI, basing himself on an ambiguous phrase in a 
passage in the Talmud explains why there was concern for latecomers to the synagogue: 

Shabbat 24b 
…it was the Rabbis who instituted it (the repetition of the Amida  on Friday evening) on account 
of danger.  

RaShI d.h. Mishum Sakana 
Destructive dangers. Their synagogues were not located in the inhabited areas. On the 
other weekday nights, the people were very involved in their work, and when they 
would complete their work, they would pray Ma’ariv in their homes, and they wouldn’t 
come to the synagogue. But on the nights of Shabbat, they would come to the 
synagogue, and there was concern that some would not hurry to come and they would 
end up staying beyond the time that prayer was completed (resulting in their having to 
walk home alone in the dark). Therefore it was decided to lengthen the public prayers.  

See my  Kol MevaSer article, “Shabbat Prayers #25: The Public ‘Repetition’ of the Shabbat Ma’ariv Silent 

Devotion”, Fall 5773. 
8
 The Ashkenaz Siddur Seder Tefillot Al Kol HaShana KeMinhag Ashkenaz (Pardes Publishing House, NY, 

1963, p. 186, places BaMah Madlikin at the end of Ma’ariv, after the recitation of Kiddush by the Shliach 
Tzibbur and before Aleinu. 
9
 Ashkenaz Siddurim like the Koren Siddur, p. 326 ff. place BaMeh Madlikin immediately before the 

beginning of Ma’ariv. 
10

 While I did not find a specific reference in a Siddur to such a practice, the explanation given for why 
some places recite BaMeh Madlikin before beginning Kabbalat Shabbat would appear to apply equally to 
this third practice mentioned by Elbogen: 

Avudharam, quoted by Iyun Tefilla, in Siddur Otzar HaTefillot, Nussah Sepharad, Vol. 1, Nehora 
D’Orayta, Yerushalayim, 5720, p. 311a: 
…And I have heard that there are congregations that recite this chapter (BaMeh Madlikin) 
between Mincha and Maariv (implying even before Kabbalat Shabbat) and it is proper in my 
eyes,  because reading it after Ma’ariv, of what benefit would it be since it is no longer time to 
set up wicks and flames. But if one reads it between Mincha and Maariv (before one accepts 
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In his commentary to the Koren Siddur,12 13 in contrast to the rationales of 

waiting for latecomers to finish their prayers and reminders to the congregation as to 

how to properly light their Shabbat lights, R. Jonathan Sacks mentions a more polemical 

reason for the inclusion of BaMeh Madlikin in our Friday evening prayers: 

 

…Its recitation…is also related to an ancient controversy between those who 

accepted the Oral Law and those (Sadducees, and later, Karaites) who denied it. 

The latter held that the Commandment (Shemot 35:3) “Do not light a fire in any 

of your dwellings on the Shabbat day” precluded the use of any light; the former 

held that it excluded only the act of kindling itself, and not the use of a light that 

had been lit from before Shabbat. Hence the study of the section of the Mishna, 

part of the Oral Law, that deals with Shabbat lights.14  

                                                                                                                                                                             
Shabbat upon himself—this is assumed to take place when the congregation reaches “Mizmor 
Shir LeYom HaShabbat” towards the end of Kabbalat Shabbat), if one forgot to properly arrange 
them (the wicks and flames), he can go and fix them… 

It is interesting that Avudharam did not reference the sixth Mishna of BaMeh Madlikin as implying that it 
should be recited specifically before Shabbat begins if it will serve any sort of practical purpose: 

One should say three things at home on the eve of Shabbat just before dark: Have you tithed? 
Have you prepared the Eiruv? Light the Shabbat lamp!... 

11
 R. Adin Steinsaltz (HaSiddur VeHaTefilla, Vol. 2, Yediot Acharonot, Tel Aviv, 1994, p. 16) writes: 

…According to the custom in Italy and some other congregations, it is said at home, close to the 
Kiddush of Friday night…. 

12
 Koren Siddur, pp. 326-7. 

13
 This reason is also mentioned by other commentators, including R. Chayim Donin (To Pray as a Jew: A 

Guide to the Prayer Book and the Synagogue Service, Basic Books, 1980, p. 262) and R. Jeffrey Cohen 
(Blessed Are You: A Comprehensive Guide to Jewish Prayer, Jason Aronson, Northvale, NJ, 1993, p. 48). 
14

 R. Cohen, in addition to mentioning how BaMeh Madlikin was intended as an attack on Karaites, adds: 
The introduction of a special benediction over Sabbath lights also owes its origin to this conflict. 
(Perhaps the recitation of such a prayer in association with a Mitzva that generally was fulfilled 
by women, i.e., lighting the Shabbat light, was intended to remind them of the distinction 
between the Perushim and Tzedukim, since BaMeh Madlikin would typically be recited by those 
in shul on Friday evening, which would usually not include women attendees.) This practice, 
introduced by some of the Gaonim—religious leaders of Babylonian Jewry—was meant to affirm 
that only was it permitted to have lights burning, but that it was a positive Command to do so. 

Here is the supplication to which R. Cohen is probably referring:  
May it be Your Will, my God and God of my forefathers, that You Show Favor to me and all my 
relatives and that You Grant us and all Israel a good and long life; that You Remember us with a 
beneficent memory and blessing; that You Consider us with a consideration of salvation and 
compassion; that You Bless us with great blessings; that You Make our households complete; 
that You Cause Your Presence to Dwell among us. Privilege me to raise children and 
grandchildren who are wise and understanding, who love HaShem, who illuminate the world 
with Tora and good deeds and with every labor in the service of the Creator. Please Hear my 
supplication at this time, in the merit of Sara, Rivka, Rachel and Leah, our mothers, and Cause 
our light to illuminate that it be not extinguished forever, and let Your Countenance Shine so that 
we are saved. Amen. 
  ArtScroll Siddur, p. 297. 
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According to this view, of more consequence than at what point in the service BaMeh Madlikin 

would be recited, is the fact that it would be recited at all, intended as a pointed refutation of 

those who took issue with the veracity of Tora SheB’Al Peh. Such a rationale for the recitation of 

this Mishna each Friday night calls to mind another annual public demonstration intended to 

impress upon the community the correctness of the position of the Prushim in contrast to those 

who followed a more literal reading of the Written Tradition: 

 

Mishna Menachot 10:3 

What was the procedure (for the harvesting of the barley to be used as the 
Omer sacrifice, offered on the day after the beginning of the Pesach festival)? 
The messengers of the Bet Din used to go out on the day before the festival and 
tie the unreaped  barley in bunches to make it easier to reap. All the inhabitants 
of the towns nearby assembled there so that it might be reaped with much 
display. As soon as it got dark, he called out, “Has the sun set?” and they 
answered, “Yes”. “Has the sun set?” And they answered, “Yes”. “With this 
sickle?” and they answered, “Yes”. “With this sickle?” and they answered, “Yes”. 
“Into this basket?” and they answered, “Yes”. “Into this basket?” and they 
answered, “Yes”. On Shabbat he called out further, “On this Shabbat?” and they 
answered, “Yes”. “On this Shabbat?” and they answered, “Yes”. “Shall I reap?” 
and they answered, “Yes”. “Shall I reap?” and they answered, “Yes”. He 
repeated every matter three times, and they answered “Yes”, “Yes”, “Yes”. And 
why was all of this? Because of the Boethusians who maintained that the 
reaping of the Omer was not to take place at the conclusion of the first day of 
the Festival.15 

  
The truly disturbing section of BaMeh Madlikin is Mishna 6: 

 

For three transgressions women die in childbirth: for being careless observing 

the laws of Nida, separating Challa (a tithe when a dough is a certain size) and 

lighting the Shabbat light. 

 

Although from the final cause listed, it is clear why such a passage would be included in a 

chapter that deals with the proper lighting of Shabbat Neirot, and there are abundant sources 

that connect personal tragedies to particular transgressions (as well as good fortune to 

compliance to the Commandments and God’s Will), life experience informs us of numerous 

actual cases which do not seem to bear such assumptions out, hence the problem of theodicy, 

i.e., why do bad things happen to “good” people, good things to “bad” people? Additionally, the 

existence of a concept like Yissurin Shel Ahava (afflictions emanating from Love, as opposed to 

reflecting some form of Divine Displeasure),16  the ever-present possibility for Teshuva 

                                                           
15

 But rather on the day after Shabbat, i.e., Sunday, in accordance with VaYikra 23:11 “And he shall wave 
the sheaf before the LORD, to be accepted for you; on the morrow after the Shabbat the priest shall wave 
it.  
16

 See for e.g., Berachot 5a. 
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(repentance) and the chance that someone falls into the category of Tinok SheNishba (lit. a child 

who has been kidnapped and brought up in an alien environment causing him to be unaware of 

his responsibilities as a Jew),17 all lend  credence to the realization that it cannot be 

automatically presumed that when something terrible occurs, the origins of the disaster can be 

traced to some form of religious shortcoming. While the Mishna’s point of the importance to 

keep Mitzvot with which one has been charged is ever so clear, we must beware of taking its 

declarations too literally or without allowing for exceptions to the extent that we judge others18 

or ourselves19 too harshly. 

 

 The BaMeh Madlikin section of the Friday night prayers is concluded with the final 

Talmudic passage appearing in Berachot (64a), whose major theme is Shalom (peace).20 The 

Shabbat light is strongly associated with Shalom Bayit (peace in the home) as reflected in the 

following Talmudic statement: 

 

Shabbat 23b 

Raba said: It is obvious to me [that if one must choose between] the house light 

(for Shabbat) and the Hanukkah light, the former is preferable, on account [of 

the importance] of the peace of the home;  

[between] the house light and [wine for] the Sanctification of the Day,  the 

house light is preferable, on account of the peace of the home. 

 

BaMeh Madlikin therefore ends with the hope that the physical light cast by the Shabbat wicks 

combined with the figurative light shone by the Tora via its students and practitioners will make 

ourselves and our world a better, more wholesome21 place. 

                                                           
17

 Such a conception can be applied figuratively to someone who despite receiving a Jewish upbringing 
and education, nevertheless  had a terrible experience and therefore  cannot be so summarily faulted if 
he decides not to abide by Jewish law either in specific situations or even in general. 
18

 Concluding that terrible things that have happened to an individual is due to his transgressions and 
saying as much to him is a violation of the Tora prohibition Ona’at Devarim (afflictions with words)—see 
Bava Metzia 58b. 
19

 Eiruvin 13b advises that a person should always be reflective about his actions: 
Let him investigate his past deeds or, as others say, let him examine his future actions. 

However that does not mean that he should cast such a critical eye that he always reaches the conclusion 
that he has or is about to act sinfully. Other factors could be in play! 
20

 The term “Shalom” is mentioned in this passage six times! 
21

 Shalom is related to Shalem (whole). 


