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“PHENOMENAL” BERACHOT
I Unusual creatures (beriyot meshunot)
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The Gemara continues to discuss the obligation to recite a blessing over unusual
phenomena. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: One who sees spotted people
recites: Blessed...Who makes creatures different. The Gemara raises a
challenge: One who saw a person with unusually black skin, a person with
unusually red skin, a person with unusually white skin [lavkan], an unusually
tall and thin person, a dwarf, or one with warts [darnikos]recites:
Blessed...Who makes creatures different. However, one who sees an amputee, a
blind person, a flat-headed person, a lame person, one afflicted with boils, or
spotted people recites: Blessed...the true Judge, not: Who makes creatures
different.
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The Gemara answers: This is not difficult. This, where Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi
says to recite: Who makes creatures different, refers to a case where the individual
was spotted from when he was in his mother’s womb, since birth. While this,
where one recites: The true Judge, refers to a case where the individual only became
spotted after he was born. The Gemara remarks: The language of the baraita is
also precise as it draws a parallel to other cases, as it taught that a spotted person
is similar to an amputee, which, in general, is a handicap incurred after birth. The
Gemara concludes: Indeed, conclude from this.
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The Sages taught: One who sees an elephant, a monkey, or a vulture (Rashi)
recites: Blessed...Who makes creatures different. One who saw beautiful or
otherwise outstanding creatures or beautiful trees recites: Blessed...Who has
such things in His world.

Meiri: the blessing is said over the abnormality itself

Ra’avad, cited by Ritva 58b : only when the abnormality is perceived as a negative
trait, or only because one feels bad for the person

Bach (225:3) assumes that the Ra’avad refers only to the blessing of barukh ... dayan
ha-emet, others (see Perisha 225:7) understands that this blessing be said even
upon seeing a regular person, even one who does not feel pity for.

The gemara also teaches that “one who sees an elephant, a monkey, or a kifuf
recites: ‘Blessed...Who makes creatures different.” The Acharonim discuss whether
this applies to all highly unique animals (see Halikhot Shlomo 23:35) or just these.
Although some Rishonim identify the “kifuf’ as an owl (Abudraham, Hilkhot Berakhot
8), others explain differently, and the Shulchan Arukh omits the kifuf completely.

Shulchan Arukh (225:9) rules that one should only say these blessings the
first time one sees these phenomena

Rema rules that one may say these blessing every thirty days. T

Mishna Berura (30), based upon this doubt, writes that even after thirty
days, one should not say the shem u-malkhut (i.e. just say “barukh meshaneh ha-
beriyot”).

II Exceptionally beautiful creations (beriyot tovot)
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One who saw outstanding creatures (beriyot tovot) or beautiful trees (ilanot

tovot) recites: Blessed...Who has such things in His world (barukh... she-
kakha lo be-olamo).

N 299 77 I7I2Y No0K LMY 7Inbn
P12 NIRI D92 97 O TIN2 AN NI 93 IR FIRI AT 197OR IR0

5 P95 N1593 N19YI.a" 2R
TP IMPR T ANR TIN2 T720--M2W MIPRY LN NEPINRY M2 N2 ARG (0] W
T722--0991Y 22301 MITTD MIPK R LI0°1 7412 M MITWD X1 2212 720w, 090




0772 MIRINA? °72 ,NIRI NIV NP2 12 K121 ,0192 1912 1001 RoW , 0995 7710 1mM9R 71 anR 702
Q7R "12.
Rambam (Hilkhot Berakhot 10:13) : this blessing is said when one sees “the

most beautiful and well-formed creations” (beriyot na’ot u-metukanot be-yoter).
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Ra’avad (cited in Ritva 58b, s.v. ha-ro’eh: this blessing is only said when “one
has not seen nicer [creatures] than these.”
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Bi'ur Halakha, s.v. afilu - it may be inappropriate for a man to gaze upon a

woman, admiring her beauty, and say the blessing (Bi’'ur Halakha, s.v. afilu). He also

discusses whether one should avoid gazing at or praising a non-Jew for his
appearance.

Are these blessings recited nowadays?

Chayei Adam (63:1) - not customary to say this blessing. He explains that one
should only say the blessing the first time he sees these unique creatures, “and since
we are accustomed to them, there is no significant difference.”

Sha’ar Ha-Tziun (225:33) - since the blessing is meant to be said on “the most
beautiful and well-formed creation,” who could possibly determine which creature
fits that description?

Mishna Berura (225:32) - one should say this blessing without shem u-malkhut
(“Hashem, melekh ha-olam”).



R. Yitzchak Eisik Yehuda Safrin of Komarno (1806-1874), Shulchan Ha-

Tahor “one should not treat these blessings lightly, as it is a great obligation to say
them ..."

R. Ovadia Yosef (Yalkut Yosef, 265:21) : one may visit a zoo, and say the
blessing “meshaneh ha-beryot”, with the shem u-malkhut, upon seeing an elephant or
a monkey. Similarly, one may say the blessing “she-kakha lo be-olamo” upon seeing a
beautiful bird, such as a parrot. He adds that one may say these blessings every
thirty days (footnote 21). However, he adds that the blessing of “she-kakha lo be-
olamo,” said upon seeing an exceptionally beautiful creature, should be said one the
first time he sees the creature.
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I1I Seeing or experiencing unique
and awe-inspiring forces of nature

Oseh Ma’aseh Vereishit and She-Kokho U-Gevurato Malei Olam
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MISHNA - Berakhot 54b
For zikin (comets) and zeva’ot (earthquakes), for thunder, [gale force] winds,
and lightning, one recites: Blessed...Whose strength and power fill the world
(barukh ... she-kokho u-gevurato malei olam). For [extraordinary] mountains,
hills, seas, rivers, and deserts, one recites: Blessed...Author of creation
(barukh ... oseh ma’aseh vereishit).
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We also learned in the mishna that over lightning one recites: Blessed...Whose
strength and power fill the world. The Gemara asks: What is this lightning? Rava
said: A bright light. And Rava said: A single bolt of lightning, white lightning,
green lightning, clouds that rise in the western corner and come from the
southern corner, and two clouds that rise with one facing the other are all
signs of trouble.
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We learned in the mishna that over mountains and hills one recites:
Blessed...Author of creation. The Gemara asks: Is that to say that all those that we
mentioned until now, such as lightning, are not acts of creation? Among God'’s
praise for creation of the world and forming the mountains, is it not also written:
“He makes lightning for the rain” (Psalms 135:7)? Abaye said: Combine the two
statements and teach that in all the cases in our mishna, one recites these two
blessings. Rava said: There, over lightning and thunder, one recites two blessings:
Blessed...Whose power fills the world, and: Author of creation. Here, however,
over mountains and hills, one recites the blessing: Author of creation, but need
not recite: Whose power fills the world.

Abaye and Rava reconcile these two sources and rule that at times one should “say
both” (mevarekh tartei). According to Abaye, this is true regarding both the case of
mountains and hills and that of lightning and thunder, and according to Rava, it is
true only regarding lightning and thunder.

What does Rava mean? When does one say both blessings?

Ra’avad (Hilkhot Berakhot 10:14; see also Rashi, s.v. karukh) : one actually says
both blessings. One expresses one’s wonder over the creation and admires God’s
strength and might.

Most Rishonim disagree and rule that one may see either blessing.Although most
Rishonim reject the view of the Ra’avad (and Rashi), there seems to be a
disagreement regarding the relationship between these two blessings.

Rif (Berakhot 43b) and Tosafot (Berakhot 59a, s.v. Rava) rule that one may say
either blessing
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Rambam (ibid.):

When one perceives any of the following: winds that blow extremely
powerfully, lightning, thunder, loud rumblings that sound like large mills
when they are heard on the earth, shooting stars, or comets, he should recite
the blessing: [Blessed are You, God, our Lord, King of the universe,] whose
power and might fill up the world. If one desires, he may recite the blessing:
[Blessed are You, God, our Lord, King of the universe,] who performs the
work of creation.

Shulchan Arukh (227:1) records this halakha in a similar manner as the Rambam,
implying that he too maintains that at times she-kokho may be the preferred

blessing.

Ta"z:

It is customary to say, upon [hearing] thunder, she-kokho u-gevurato, and
upon [seeing] lightning, oseh ma’aseh vereishit. I do not know the reason for
this. Perhaps it is because the thunder reflects might, which is not true
regarding lightning.

Mishna Berura (5)- one should say a separate blessing for lightning and thunder.
However, if one hears thunder and sees lightning together, one should say only one
blessing, oseh ma’aseh vereishit.

How often may one say these blessings?

Yerushalmi (Berakhot 8:2, cited by the Rif 43b) - this blessing is not

limited to recitation once every thirty days, like other blessings; rather, one may say
these blessings during each and every storm. If the clouds disappear and then return
and one sees lighting and hears thunder, one may say the blessings again. (This
ruling is cited by the Shulchan Arukh (2).)

Mishna Berura (8) - the Yerushalmi implies that after a day passes, i.e. after
waking up the next morning, one may say another blessing.

Upon seeing what type of lighting and thunder does one say a blessing?

Halikhot Shlomo, p. 287; Tzitz Eliezer 12:21 - one says the blessing even
upon seeing just the flash of light, without seeing the actual bolt.

Mishna Berura (3) cites the Chaye Adam - one should not say the blessing

upon seeing “heat lighting.” Therefore, when one sees lightning, he should wait until
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hearing thunder in order to say the blessing. This would not apply in the winter,
when the lighting is clearly part of a storm, and not due simply to heat.

In addition to thunder and lightning, the gemara mentions that one should
also say a blessing upon seeing a meteor (shooting star), or, according to some, an
asteroid (see Mishna Berura 1). One should also say the blessing upon experiencing
an earthquake and upon experiencing “strong winds.”

Mishna Berura (1)- while one should say the blessing “she-kokho u-
gevurato” while experiencing extremely strong winds, over weaker winds, one
should say “oseh ma’aseh vereishit.”... maybe one should also say oseh ma’aseh
vereishit, as we cannot truly gauge which are considered strong as opposed to weak
winds.

IV Blessings over Lakes

MISHNA - Berakhot 54b
..For [extraordinary] mountains, hills, seas, rivers, and deserts, one recites:
Blessed...Author of creation (barukh ... oseh ma’aseh vereishit).
..R. Yehuda rules that one who sees the great sea recites Blessed...Who made the
great sea (she-asah et ha-yam ha-gadol).

The Rishonim disagree as to the difference between a “yam” (sea) and the “yam ha-
gadol.”

Rosh (Teshuvot 4:4- the “yam ha-gadol” refers to the ocean, “which surrounds the
world.”

Other Rishonim assume that the “yam ha-gadol” refers to smaller seas, such as the
Mediterranean Sea.

Shulchan Arukh (228:1- one says the special blessing “she-asah et ha-am ha-gadol”
upon seeing the Mediterranean Sea.

Mishna Berura (2) - the Mediterranean is unique and special due to the importance
of the land of Israel.

Although the Shulchan Arukh rules that one should say the blessing of "she'asah et
ha-yam ha-gadol" upon seeing the Mediterranean Sea, many Acharonim disagree
and write that one should say “oseh ma’aseh vereishit”, the more general blessing,
upon seeing the Mediterranean. Regarding the ocean, some rule the one should say
“she-asah et ha-yam ha-gadol” upon seeing the ocean (Minchat Yitzchak 1:110),
while others say the due to the doubt described above, one should say “oseh
ma’aseh vereishit.” One should say the blessing “oseh ma’aseh vereishit” upon
seeing the Kineret as well.



How often does one say this blessing?
Berakhot 58b - a break of thirty days regarding the Shehechiyanu blessing and
regarding the blessing said upon seeing the yam ha-gadol (39b).

V Blessing over Rivers

Gemara (59b):

And Rami bar Abba said that R. Yitzhak said: One who sees the Euphrates River near
the bridge of Babylonia recites: Barukh... oseh ma’aseh vereshit. And now that the
Persians have rerouted the course of the river, one only recites the blessing from
Beit Shavor upriver.

Rambam (Hilkhot Berakhot 10:15) cites the language of the mishna - that one
should say the blessing upon seeing any river, as long as it still flows along its

natural, and not man-made, route

R. David Abudarham (cited in Beit Yosef 228- one says this blessing “only
over distinct mountains and hills, regarding which the strength of the Creator is
noticeable, and similarly [over] distinct rivers (neharot meshunim), such as the
Perat and Chidekel.”

The Acharonim discuss whether one may say the blessing upon seeing any
large and impressive river, or only over specific rivers.

Olat Tamid 228:2; Kaf Ha-Chaim 228:9 -it is customary not to say this blessing
upon seeing rivers, as aside from the four river mentioned in the Torah, we are
unable to determine whether the rivers existed from the time of creation.

Chayei Adam and Kitzur Shulchan Arukh do not mention this blessing at all.

Eliva Rabba 228:6, Teshuvot Be-Tzel Ha-Chokhma 2:11 - rule that unless there
is a real concern that the river does not flow along its original route, one may say the

blessing.

Magen Avraham 228:3; see Arukh Ha-Shulchan 228:2, who mentions the Volga,
Rhine, and Danube - rule that one may say this blessing upon seeing any large and

distinctly beautiful .
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We learned in the mishna that Rabbi Yehuda said: One who sees the great sea
intermittently recites: Blessed...Who has made the great sea. The Gemara asks: How
much is intermittently? Rami bar Abba said that Rav Yitzhak said: Thirty days.




Many are not accustomed to say this blessing, especially those who live near a large
river. However, one who sees and is inspired by a particular large and impressive
river should say the blessing.

VI Blessing over Mountains, Hills, and Deserts
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We learned in the mishna that over mountains and hills one recites:
Blessed...Author of creation. The Gemara asks: Is that to say that all those that we
mentioned until now, such as lightning, are not acts of creation? Among God'’s praise
for creation of the world and forming the mountains, is it not also written: “He
makes lightning for the rain” (Psalms 135:7)? Abaye said: Combine the two
statements and teach that in all the cases in our mishna, one recites these two
blessings. Rava said: There, over lightning and thunder, one recites two blessings:
Blessed...Whose power fills the world, and: Author of creation. Here, however, over
mountains and hills, one recites the blessing: Author of creation, but need not recite:
Whose power fills the world.

If a person is taken by the grandeur and beauty of a mountain or hill, he
should say the blessing “oseh ma’aseh vereishit.”

R. Yaakov Emden (1697-1776), More U-Ketzi'a (228): “the difference between a
mountain and a hill is not is size and height; rather, a hill is an erect mound, steep
which sharp sides.” In other words, one should say the blessing upon seeing tall
mountains and steep valleys.

Chayei Adam (63:3) - one says the blessing upon seeing “famous mountains.”

Arukh Ha-Shulchan (228:1) mentions the Alps and other large European
mountains. One should also say the blessing upon seeing the beautiful mountains of
the land of Israel.

One generally does not say the blessing over mountains, rivers, and lakes near
one's home. Furthermore, one may only say this blessing if he has not seen these
sights in thirty days. One who can appreciate the grandeur of these creations may
even say the blessing while in an airplane (Betzel Ha-Chokhma 2:15).
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VII The Blessing upon Seeing a Rainbow
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And God said to Noah and to his sons with him,
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I now establish My covenant with you and your offspring to come,
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and with every living thing that is with you—Dbirds, cattle, and every wild beast as well—
all that have come out of the ark, every living thing on earth.
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I will maintain My covenant with you: never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters
of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.”
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God further said, “This is the sign that I set for the covenant between Me and you, and
every living creature with you, for all ages to come.
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I have set My bow in the clouds, and it shall serve as a sign of the covenant between Me
and the earth.
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When | bring clouds over the earth, and the bow appears in the clouds,
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I will remember My covenant between Me and you and every living creature among all
flesh, so that the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh.
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When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant
between God and all living creatures, all flesh that is on earth.
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That,” God said to Noah, “shall be the sign of the covenant that I have established
between Me and all flesh that is on earth.”
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And Rabbi Alexandri said that Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: One who sees a
rainbow in a cloud must fall upon his face, as it is stated: “As the appearance of the
bow that is in the cloud in the day of rain, so was the appearance of the brightness
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round about. This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord. And
when I saw it, I fell upon my face” (Ezekiel 1:28). The colors of the rainbow
symbolize the glory of God and one may not stare at them. Yet, in the West, Eretz
Yisrael, they would curse one who fell upon his face when seeing a rainbow because
it appears as one who is bowing to the rainbow. As far as blessing is concerned,
however, all agree that one certainly recites a blessing. What blessing does one
recite? Blessed...Who remembers the covenant with Noah. It was taught in a baraita
that Rabbi Yishmael, son of Rabbi Yohanan ben Beroka, says that the blessing is:
Blessed...Who is faithful to His covenant and fulfills His word. Rav Pappa said:
Therefore we will say them both combined: Blessed...Who remembers the covenant
and is faithful to His covenant and fulfills His word.
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One who sees the rainbow says, "Blessed are you, God our Lord, king of the world,
who remembers the covenant, who is faithful to his covenant, and who fulfills his
word." And it is forbidden to look upon it further.

Poskim relate to two aspects of this beracha:
1) the rainbow upon which one says the blessing
2) whether one should intentionally look or gaze at one

1) Definition of a rainbow:

Ramban 9:12; see also Rabbeinu Bachaye 9:13 - emphasize that a rainbow’s legs
are on the earth.

Rabbeinu Bachaye :“It is customary in times of war to hold the bow facing one’s
body, and in peace, to turn the bow around and hold the back of the bow.” In other
words, the rainbow is an image of a bow which is not turned towards the earth -
that is, a sign of peace.

Ibn Ezra 9:14 - the colors of the rainbow resemble the lights of creation, and
therefore affirm God’s commitment to the earth.

Abarbanel (9:14) - the rainbow’s appearance through the clouds demonstrates that
God will not rain continuously on the earth.

This debate may have halakhic importance as well. While the gemara refers to one
who sees “a rainbow in a cloud,” the Shulchan Arukh (229:1) only mentions a
rainbow.

Does one need to see a rainbow in the clouds in order to say the blessing, or
even just the shape of a rainbow?

Bi'ur Halakha (229 s.v. ha-ro’eh) questions whether one says the blessing over
seeing half of a rainbow.
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R. Shternbuch, Teshuvot Ve-Hanhagot (3:76:6), - since there is a doubt, one
should not say the blessing if one does not see the entire bow shape of the rainbow.
R. Ovadia Yosef (Yalkut Yosef 229:1), - one says the blessing even upon seeing
only part of a rainbow.

The Poskim further discuss whether one says the blessing upon seeing a rainbow
over a waterfall, such as the Niagra Falls. While the shape and colors of the rainbow
are present, it does not appear through the clouds.

R. Nachum Rabinovitz (HaDaron, Nisan 5627) - one does not say the blessing upon
seeing a rainbow at the Niagra Falls, as one only says the blessings upon seeing a
rainbow which appears after rainfall. He adds, however, that one should certainly
say the blessing of “oseh ma’aseh vereishit.”

R. Efraim Greenblatt (Rivevot Efraim 6:103) - distinguishes between a rainbow
that appears constantly and one that appears after the rain. One certainly does not
say a blessing upon seeing a rainbow from a puddle of water. Similarly, the Poskim
discuss whether one says the blessing upon seeing a rainbow at night (see
Maharsham 2:124).

Gazing at a Rainbow?
In two places, the Talmud relates to viewing a rainbow.

1) Berakhot 59a- an interesting disagreement regarding the appropriate reaction
to seeing a rainbow:

And R. Alexandri said that R. Yehoshua ben Levi said: One who sees a rainbow in a
cloud must fall upon his face, as it is stated: “As the appearance of the bow that is in
the cloud in the day of rain, so was the appearance of the brightness round about. This
was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord. And when I saw it, I fell
upon my face” (Yechezkel 1:28). The colors of the rainbow symbolize the glory of God,
and one may not stare at them. Yet, in the West, Eretz Yisrael, they would curse one
who fell upon his face when seeing a rainbow because it appears as if he is bowing to
the rainbow.

This gemara records a debate regarding whether one should fall on his face upon
seeing a rainbow.

2) Chagiga 16a:
“Whosoever takes no thought for the honor of his maker, it were a mercy if he had not

come into the world.” What does this mean? R. Abba said: It refers to one who looks at
the rainbow... for it is written: “As the appearance of the bow that is in the cloud in the
day, so was the appearance of the brightness round about. This was the appearance of
the likeness of the glory of the Lord.”
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According to this passage, just as it is inappropriate to try to gaze at the glory of God
(Shemot 24:10-11), it is not proper to gaze at a rainbow, which represents the glory
of God.

R. Yehuda b. R. Nahmani, the speaker of Resh Lakish, expounded: anyone who looks at
three things, his eyes are dim; at the rainbow, and at the prince, and at the priests. At
the rainbow, because it is written: “As the appearance of the bow that is in the cloud in
the day of rain... This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord.”

Shulchan Arukh (229:1- one should not gaze at a rainbow, seemingly based upon
these passages.

R. Soloveitchik reportedly explained that since the language of this passage is in
present tense, one should explain that one who gazes at a rainbow in search of God
is “already blind,” as he does not realize what he sees.

Based upon these sources, some question whether one may tell a friend to look at a
rainbow, even just in order to say the blessing?

Chayei Adam (63:4) cites another authority who rules that one should not tell his
friends that there is a rainbow, as this constitutes “motzi diba” (relating something
bad [about the world]). This is cited by numerous Acharonim, such as the Mishna
Berura (229:1) and Kaf Ha-Chaim (229:1).

Others (see Brit Kehuna, Ma’arekhet 100:3) rule that one may tell others that a
rainbow is visible in order to arouse then to remember the covenant in repent.

R. Ovadia Yosef (see Yalkut Yosef 229) concurs. This seems to be the custom.
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