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The Covenant of Salt 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Korach, 5774 

 

A strange turn of phrase characterizing a unique Covenant between God and the Kohanim. 

 When describing the special relationship that is to exist between Himself and the 

Kohanim by virtue of Commanding the rest of the Jewish people to give the priests the tithe of 

Teruma,1 HaShem Invokes the image of “salt” to characterize this particular Covenant— 

 

BaMidbar  18:19 

All the heave-offerings of the holy things, which the children of Israel offer unto 

the Lord, have I given thee, and thy sons and thy daughters with thee, as a due 

for ever; it is an everlasting “Brit Melach Olam” (eternal Covenant of salt) 

before the Lord unto thee and to thy seed with thee.'  

 

Interpretations of the phrase. 

                                                           
1
 Regarding produce  grown in the land of Israel, a number of tithes must be taken and distributed to 

various parties prior to the one who has grown the food  using it for his own purposes, technically turning  

“Tevel” (untithed crops) into “Chulin” (tithed crops). The very first tithe to be separated and given is 

Teruma Gedola which is 1/40
th

 to 1/60
th

, depending upon the generosity of the grower, to be given to the 

Kohanim. Since the Kohanim do not inherit in the land of Israel,  

Devarim 18:1-2 

The priests the Levites, even all the tribe of Levi, shall have no portion nor inheritance with Israel; 

they shall eat the offerings of the Lord made by fire, and His Inheritance. And they shall have no 

inheritance among their brethren; the Lord Is their Inheritance, as He hath Spoken unto them.  

but rather will dwell in Levite cities,  

BaMidbar 35:2, 7 

'Command the children of Israel, that they give unto the Levites of the inheritance of their 

possession cities to dwell in; and open land round about the cities shall ye give unto the Levites… 

All the cities which ye shall give to the Levites shall be forty and eight cities: them shall ye give 

with the open land about them.   

their service in the Tabernacle/Temple of offering sacrifices on behalf of the Jewish people must be 

compensated in some way, Various tithes and gifts, among them Teruma, serve this purpose. 

 Devarim 18:3-5 

And this shall be the priests' due from the people, from them that offer a sacrifice, whether it be 

ox or sheep, that they shall give unto the priest the shoulder, and the two cheeks, and the maw. 

The first-fruits of thy corn,  

RaShI: This is Teruma… 

of thy wine, and of thine oil, and the first of the fleece of thy sheep, shalt thou give him. For the 

Lord thy God hath Chosen him out of all thy tribes, to stand to minister in the Name of the Lord, 

him and his sons forever.   



2 
 

Various commentators attempt to account for what the unique implications of a 

“Covenant of salt” might be: 

RaShI: 

He Entered into a Covenant with Aharon by means of something that is healthy, 

that preserves and gives health to others; like the covenant associated with salt 

that never rots/purtrifies.  A preservative for life and health.  

 

RaShBaM: 

A lasting Covenant that remains for generations. Eternity, since salt does not 

degrade over time. 

 

Ibn Ezra: 

A Covenant that is clearly defined, as in (Tehillim 107:34) “A fruitful land into a 

salt waste, for the wickedness of them that dwell therein,” the place that is salty 

is as if it is sharply cut off, for no plant will grow there… A symbol of sharply 

drawn lines, hence clear-cut mutual responsibilities.2 

 

Rabbeinu Bachya: 

…From a mystical point of view, salt is essentially derived from water, with the 

power of the sun reducing (via evaporation) it (salt water) into salt.3 

                                                           
2
 The emphasis upon being able to make sharp distinctions in various areas of life calls to mind verses 

requiring such thinking and practices of the Kohanim:  

VaYikra 10:8-11 

And the Lord Spoke unto Aharon, saying: 'Drink no wine nor strong drink, thou, nor thy sons with 

thee, when ye go into the tent of meeting, that ye die not; it shall be a statute forever 

throughout your generations. And that ye may put difference between the holy and the 

common, and between the unclean and the clean; and that ye may teach the children of Israel all 

the statutes which the Lord hath Spoken unto them by the hand of Moshe.'   
3
 …The principle of production is evaporation of the water from the sea brine. In warm and dry climates 

this may be accomplished entirely by using solar energy, but in other climates fuel sources have been 
used. Modern sea salt production is almost entirely found in Mediterranean and other warm, dry 
climates. Such places are today called salt works, instead of the older English word saltern. An ancient or 
medieval saltern was established where there was: 

1. Access to a market for the salt 
2. A gently shelving coast, protected from exposure to the open sea 
3. An inexpensive and easily worked fuel supply, or preferably the sun 
4. Another trade, such as pastoral farming or tanning—which benefited from proximity to the 

saltern (by producing leather, salted meat, etc.) and provided the saltern with a local market 
In this way, salt marsh, pasture (salting), and salt works (saltern) enhanced each other economically. This 
was the pattern during the Roman and medieval periods around The Wash, in eastern England.

[4]
 There, 

the tide brought the brine, the extensive saltings provided the pasture, the fens and moors provided 
the peat fuel, and the sun sometimes shone. The dilute brine of the sea was largely evaporated by the 
sun. In Roman areas, this was done using ceramic containers known asbriquetage. Workers scraped up 
the concentrated salt and mud slurry and washed it with clean sea water to settle impurities out of the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brine
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mediterranean_climate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saltern
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pastoral_farming
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tanning
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salt_marsh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pasture
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Wash
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sea_salt#cite_note-Murphy2009-4
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tide
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fen
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bog
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ceramic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Briquetage
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Consequently, within salt is contained the power of water and fire,4 which 

parallels the Divine Covenant which is comprised of the Divine Attributes of 

Mercy (water) and Judgment (fire)…5 

And behold this is something and its opposite, one included within the other, 

and even if the actual manifestations (of Divine Intervention into the affairs of 

the world) are separate, they are of a piece…a substance that symbolizes the 

dialectical nature of HaShem in His Dealings with mankind.6 7 

                                                                                                                                                                             
now concentrated brine. They poured the brine into shallow pans (lightly baked from local marine clay) 
and set them on fist-sized clay pillars over a peat fire for final evaporation. Then they scraped out the 
dried salt and sold it. In rural areas of Sichuan, China, these traditional salt production methods lasted 
until industrialization in the 20th century.

 
 Today, salt labelled "sea salt" in the US might not have actually 

come from the sea, as long as it meets the FDA's purity requirements… 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sea_salt  
4
 A parallel reference to the miraculous reconciliation of fire and water via Divine Intervention is 

contained in the Kaddish prayer:  

The One Who Makes peace on high (between meteorological diametrically opposed elements of 

rain, snow, and hail on the one hand, and heat and lightning on the other), He Shall  Bring about 

Peace upon us (here on earth)... 

This is also the Rabbinic understanding of the miraculous nature of the plague of hail during the Egyptian 

Exodus: 

Shemot 9:23-4 

And Moses stretched forth his rod toward heaven; and the LORD Sent thunder and hail, and fire 

ran down unto the earth; and the LORD Caused to hail upon the land of Egypt. So there was hail, 

and fire flashing up amidst the hail, very grievous, such as had not been in all the land of Egypt 

since it became a nation. (One could have understood the verses as describing the hail and the 

fire as separate phenomena) 

RaShI d.h. Mitlakachat BeToch HaBarad 

A miracle within a miracle, fire and hail intertwined, and the hail is comprised of water, and in 

order to do the Will of their Creator, they (water and fire) made “peace” between themselves. 
5
 Beraishit 1:1 

In the beginning “Elokim” (God) created the heaven and the earth.  

RaShI d.h. Bara Elokim 

And the text does not say “Bara HaSheM (the Tetragrammaton). Originally God’s Intention was 

to Create the world in accordance with the Divine Attribute of Justice (associated with the Divine 

Name “Elokim”). He Saw that the world would not be able to exist; He Gave precedence to the 

Divine Attribute of Mercy (associated with the Tetragrammaton), and partnered it with the 

Divine Attribute of Justice, and this is what is written, (Ibid. 2:4) “These are the generations of 

the heaven and of the earth when they were created, in the day that HaShem Elokim  Made 

earth and heaven.  
6
 The precedent for such a Divine Dialectical approach is already set by the language employed in the 

Creation of the Universe: 

Beraishit 1:1 

In the beginning “Elokim” Created the heaven and the earth.  

 RaShI d.h. Bara Elokim 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clay
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sichuan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sea_salt
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The role of salt in a Halachic meal. 

But what is also of considerable interest, as well as immediate, on-going relevance, is 

how this particular phrase, “a Covenant of salt”, plays a role according to a particular Halachic 

commentator, Yalkut Yosef (cited below in c) )  in accounting for one of the many customs 

associated with salt and the Halachic dinner table for even non-Kohanim:  

 

a) Having salt on the table prior to blessing “HaMotzee” and breaking bread: 

     Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 167:58 

One should not break bread until there is brought before him salt… but if the bread is 

made of refined flour, or it is spiced with spices or salt as is ours, or his intention is to 

eat very plain bread, it is unnecessary to wait (for salt to be placed on the table 

before proceeding).  The bread associated with the blessing should be flavorful. 

RaMA  

Nevertheless (despite the caveats mentioned in the Shulchan Aruch), it is a Mitzva to 

place salt on the table prior to breaking bread. Because the table is like the Altar, and 

food consumption is like offering a sacrifice. And it is said, (VaYikra 2:13) “And every 

meal-offering of thine shalt thou season with salt; neither shalt thou suffer the salt of 

the covenant of thy God to be lacking from thy meal-offering; with all thy offerings 

thou shalt offer salt,” and it (the salt’s presence on the table) protects against 

punishment. Symbolic association between bread and the sacrificial service;9 a 

metaphysical prophylactic benefit.10 

                                                                                                                                                                             
It does not say “Bara HaShem (the Tetragrammaton; the term associated with Divine 

Mercy). Because initially the Divine Intention was to Create it (the Universe) based upon 

the Attribute of Justice (associated with the term “Elokim”). He “Saw” that the Universe 

(specifically mankind, according to Rabbinic thought the pinnacle of the Creation, 

justifying the existence of the rest of Creation) would not be able to exist (were man to 

be judged by the Attribute of Justice, due to his manifold foibles, he would be unable to 

exist even for a day!). Therefore He Gave precedence to the Attribute of Mercy 

(associated with the Tetragrammaton) and Attached it to the Attribute of Justice, hence 

the verse (Ibid. 2:4) “These are the generations of the heaven and of the earth when 

they were created, in the day that ‘HaShem Elokim’ Made earth and heaven.”  
7
 Although the immediate context is the relationship between God and the Kohanim, this commentators 

approach would delineate “Brit Melach” as describing all Divine Covenants. 
8
 Berachot 40a 

Raba b. Samuel said in the name of R. Hiyya: The one who is about to break the bread is not 

permitted to do so before salt… is placed before each one at table. Raba b. Samuel was once at 

the house of the Exilarch, and they brought him bread and he broke it at once. They said to him: 

Has the Master retraced his own teaching? — He replied: This requires no condiment.  
9
 The symbolism of salt according to this approach parallels the explanation for the Halacha of Netilat 

Yadayim before eating bread: 

Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 158:1 
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Mishna Berura #27 d.h. Melach… 

In order for it (the bread) to be eaten with enthusiasm/flavor, because of giving 

honor to the blessing. (Were we to make a blessing over food that we find not to be 

flavorful, the blessing would be compromised.) Ritualistically, the blessing should be 

associated with a positive sensory experience enhanced by salt, among other 

things.11 

                                                                                                                                                                             
When one sits down to eat bread over which the HaMotzee (blessing) is recited, one should 

ritually wash his hands even if they have not come into contact with any source of ritual impurity, 

and he should bless “Al Netilat Yadayim”… 

Mishna Berura #1 d.h. KeSheYavo 

The reason for the institution of washing…is because of an association with ritual 

impurity, i.e., since one’s hands are active and come into contact with many things, and 

during the time when the laws of ritual impurity and ritual purity were in effect (today, 

in the absence of the Temple and the process of purification involving the ash from the 

Red Heifer, everyone is considered to be in a continuous state of ritual impurity), and 

Kohanim wishing to eat Teruma, were required to ritually wash their hands due to a 

Rabbinically ordained obligation prior to eating Teruma so that the Teruma not become 

defiled via contact with ritually impure hands. And in order for the Kohanim to be 

accustomed to doing this, the Rabbis decreed that for every Jewish person eating bread, 

it is prohibited for him to do so until he ritually washes his hands. And also now, when 

Kohanim do not eat Teruma due to their being ritually impure, this Rabbinic legislation 

continues to be in effect in order that the Jewish people be prepared when the Temple 

is rebuilt speedily in our days, to eat in a state of ritual purity… 

Although the main reason for a non-Kohen to ritually wash his hands is for the benefit of the actual 

Kohanim, nevertheless, the non-Kohen to a certain extent is acting as if he also were a Kohen in at least 

this respect, fulfilling the charge that HaShem originally Gave Moshe:  

 Shemot 19:6 

And ye shall be unto Me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation. These are the words which thou 

(Moshe) shalt speak unto the children of Israel.  
10

 Tosaphot on Berachot 40a d.h. Haveh Melach VeChulai Tzorich LeVarech, quotes a Midrash whose 

source I am unable to locate:  

When the Jewish people are sitting at the table (silently) and waiting for one another to ritually 

wash, and they are not engaged in Mitzvot (were they able to talk, they at least could exchange 

Divrei Tora; however in order to avoid being guilty of an interruption between the washing and 

the HaMotzee, they sit silently), leading the Satan to accuse them (of neglecting to carry out 

God’s Will). And the “Covenant of Salt” protects them (from these accusations). 
11 Harold McGee, On Food and Cooking: The Science and Lore of the Kitchen, Scribner, New York, 2004, p. 

640. 

“It’s the only natural source of one of our handful of basic tastes, and we therefore add it to most 

of our foods to fill out their flavor. Salt is also a taste enhancer and taste modifier: it strengthens 

the impressions of aromas that accompany it, and suppresses the sensation of bitterness. It’s one 

of the very few ingredients that we keep in pure form at the table to be added to individual taste 

as we eat.” 
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And furthermore, it should not prove necessary afterwards to interrupt between the 

blessing (over the bread) and its consumption in order to ask for salt or spices since it 

is prohibited ab initio (to interrupt). And even if it will be necessary to wait a short 

while until it (the salt) can be brought, it is proper to wait until blessing… An Halachic 

consideration of avoiding Hafsaka –an interruption between uttering a blessing 

and carrying out the action with which the blessing is associated. 

 

b)  Seeing to it that each meal involves the consumption of a minimum amount of salt, 

if not during, than at least at the conclusion of the meal.12 

Ibid. 170:22 

RaMA 

After all your eating, eat salt…And it seems to me that this is so if there was no salt in 

his mouth or in the foods that he ate…And our practice is not to be careful about 

eating salt (at the end of the meal)…for the reason that has been explained (see 

below, Mishna Berura #18 on Ibid. 179:6).  

 

Ibid. 179:613 

If he ate all of his food and did not eat salt… in the day he should be concerned about 

halitosis and at night halitosis, as well as a choking disease. And one who eats salt 

after eating his food should not use his thumb…and not his pinky…and not with his 

pointer… but rather with his middle finger and his fourth finger.14 

RaMA  

And see above 170:22 why we do not practice eating salt… 

Mishna Berura #18 d.h. Lama Ein Anu Nohagim 

This is because all of our foods are mixed from the beginning with salt... 

However, even without this, it is not necessary to be careful during our times, 

                                                           
12

 Ibid. p. 642. 

“Sodium and chloride ions are essential components of the system that keeps our general body 

chemistry in working balance. They mostly remain in the fluid that surrounds all our cells, the 

plasma, the fluid portion of the blood, where they balance the potassium and other ions inside 

the cells. It’s estimated that we need something like 1 gram of salt per day, a requirement that 

goes up with physical activity since we lose body fluids and minerals in sweat. Thanks to its 

presence in nearly all manufactured foods, the average daily salt intake in the United States is 

around ten times the requirement.” (See Mishna Berura #18 d.h. Lama Ein Anu Nohagim, 

below.) 
13

 Berachot 40a 

Raba b. Samuel also said in the name of R. Hiyya: After every food eat salt… and you will come to 

no harm. It has been taught similarly: After every food eat salt… and you will come to no harm. It 

has been taught elsewhere: If one ate any kind of food without taking salt after it… by day he is 

liable to be troubled with an evil-smelling mouth, and by night with croup.   
14

 The fact that the Talmud does not mention the distinctions regarding which finger to use or not use 

suggests that these considerations are Kabbalistic in nature. 
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because now the nature of things have changed (physiological changes in 

human beings as well as in the nature of salt itself have altered the 

requirements that the Talmud had previously set.)  

 

c)  Salt must remain on the table until after the official conclusion of the meal, i.e.,  

Birkat HaMazon. 

Ibid. 180:1 

1) One must not remover neither the tablecloth nor the bread from the table until 

after the Grace is completed. 

2) Whomever fails to leave bread on the table, will never see a sign of blessing…  

  Yalkut Yosef15 

...And you should know that it is also not proper to remove salt from upon the 

table until after the Grace has been completed. It is comparable to the altar that 

atones, as it is stated, (VaYikra 2:13) “And every meal-offering of thine shalt 

thou season with salt; neither shalt thou suffer the salt of the Covenant of thy 

God to be lacking from thy meal-offering; with all thy offerings thou shalt offer 

salt.”   

And it has already been stated in the Siphre, BaMidbar 18 #63  (the Midrash 

Halacha on BaMidbar and Devarim) (BaMidbar 18:19—Parashat Korach) “All 

the heave-offerings of the holy things, which the children of Israel offer unto 

the LORD, have I given thee (Aharon) , and thy sons and thy daughters with 

thee, as a due for ever; it is an everlasting Covenant of salt before the Lord 

unto thee and to thy seed with thee.”16 The Holy One, Blessed Be He, Entered 

into a covenant with Aharon via something that gives health benefits /lasts  

and also gives health benefits to others. (This explanation follows RaShI’s 

comment on the verse in BaMidbar, listed above.)  

And although too much salt can be harmful, nevertheless the world would not 

be able to function without salt, as is stated in the Talmud Yerushalmi at the end 

of Horiot (Talmud Yerushalmi 3:5): “As long as salt is cheap, even if pepper is 

                                                           
15 YALKUT YOSEF 

R. Yitzchak Yosef was born in 1952, sixth son of R. Ovadya Yosef. He studied in Yeshivat haNegev in 

Netivot and in Yeshivat Hevron. In 1971 he published his first book: Piskei Dinim Yalkut Yosef, assembling 

all of his father's rulings as found in the first five parts of his father's responsa Yabia Omer according to 

the order of the Shulchan Aruch. He is rosh yeshiva of Chazon Ovadya in Jerusalem, and gives lectures 

throughout the world. In 1985 he began the series Yalkut Yosef, a book of Halakha according to the order 

of the Shulchan Aruch according to his father's rulings in Jewish Law, and now includes dozens of 

volumes. Kitzur Shulchan Aruch - Yalkut Yosef presents the essence of these rulings. 
16

 It appears that for the purposes of advancing the practice of leaving salt on the table through the 

recitation of Birkat HaMazon, the Midrash Halacha was prepared to take this verse out of context, and 

despite the fact that it is speaking specifically of the giving of Teruma to Kohanim, the middle phrase is 

being applied to all Jewish eating experiences that result in the obligation to recite Birkat HaMazon. 
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expensive”, i.e., the world can exist without pepper, but it is impossible for it to 

do so without salt… 

  

A symbolic interpretation of the requirement to place salt on one’s table, that provides a 

seminal spiritual frame of reference for the act of eating. 

While the multi-faceted associations with salt, i.e., practical in terms of preserving food, 

medical with respect to bodily health, sensual via association with taste, religiously symbolic in 

light of how sacrifices were offered in the Temple, and mystically theological  through a parallel 

with Divine Attributes, the most intriguing explanation, in my opinion, appears in the 

commentary of MaHaRaL MiPrague on RaShI, entitled Gur Aryeh, regarding the verse in our 

Parasha, BaMidbar 18:19 : 

 

…because all things continually strive to rise,17 and one ascends in holiness 

rather than retrogresses.18 Yet the lower waters were separated from the upper 

waters19 and became the lower waters, moving thereby in an unnatural 

direction from things in the order of Creation which continually aspire to rise (a 

reference to the principle “Ma’alin BaKodesh VeEinan Moridim”). Therefore 

they would not agree to be separated from the upper waters until HaShem, the 

Blessed One, Promised that they will be offered up on the altar (in the form of 

salt) and they thereby would be associated with rising…20 and it has already 

been demonstrated that this is a quality of HaShem, the Blessed One, Who 

Chose (that which is to be offered up on) the Altar from among things that are 

lowly, for they have said, “Why did He Designate pigeons and turtle doves, since 

there are none among the fowl that are more pursued than these species, and 

with respect to animals, there are none more pursued than the cow, the sheep 

and the goat, and yet HaShem, the Blessed One, Chose them. And this entire 

                                                           
17

 This spiritual concept reminds me of Bart Giamatti’s (Take Time for Paradise: Americans and their 

Games, Summit Books, New York, 1989, p. 87) insight into baseball: 

“Home plate also has a peculiar significance for it is the goal of both teams, the single place that 

in territorially based games—games about conquering—must be symbolized by two goals or goal 

lines or nets or baskets. In baseball, everyone wants to arrive at the same place, which is where 

they start.” 
18

 See e.g., Yoma 12b. 
19

 Beraishit 1:6-8 

And God Said: 'Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters, and let it divide the waters 

from the waters.' And God Made the firmament, and Divided the waters which were under the 

firmament from the waters which were above the firmament; and it was so. And God Called the 

firmament Heaven. And there was evening and there was morning, a second day.   
20

 The term “Korban” is derived from the root “Karov”, i.e., closeness—by means of the offering not only 

is the sacrifice brought closer to HaShem Who is Above, but the one sacrificing is also brought closer to 

Him. 
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matter is because this world is a material world, and those that rule in it and are 

successful in it are most part of this world, (i.e., reflect “material” rather than 

“spiritual” qualities). Those that are pursued/victimized are less material. 

Therefore they are chosen to be offered up to on high, (a process of) separation 

from this world… That which has less “presence” in this world reflects that it is 

closer to that which is separate from this world. If this were not the case, then 

the lower waters would not have “agreed” to be separated from the upper 

waters… 

 

For the MaHaRaL, salt on the table reminds us that corporeality and concern with 

appeasing our desires in a pleasurable manner are surely not intrinsically spiritual ideals and 

goals. They are at best means to an end, in the spirit of the Shulchan Aruch’s discussion in Orech 

Chayim 231, “Let all of one’s intentions be for the Sake of Heaven”, in accordance with the verse 

(Mishlei 3:6) “In all thy ways acknowledge Him, and He will Direct thy paths”.  Consequently, 

even when we are eating, assuredly an activity that while being associated with blessings before 

and after, sharing Divrei Tora, proper etiquette, nevertheless reflects a more animalistic, 

corporeal side of man, he should always keep in mind the ultimate goal, or striving to move 

upwards in holiness and sanctify as much of our lives as possible.  
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