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Shema reciting in bed: Between nightly acceptance of divine authority and
sleep fears

Aharon Kellerman

Abstract

This article focuses on the Shema reciting in bed within the more general
framework of the prayer Bedtime Shema. The objective of the article is to examine
the four elements that were attributed to this reciting: nightly acceptance of
Divine authority, notably given the existence of the elective evening prayer; proper
transition from wakefulness to sleep; protection against spiritual, mystical, and
health fears from sleep; and preparation for the existential life threat during
sleep. Four customs emerged regarding the length of Shema reciting in bed: the
first portion of the Shema only; the first two portions; the first verse of Shema
followed by the second portion; and the reciting of all the three portions. Only
the first and fourth of these customs were accepted among Jewish communities.
The fourth custom is based on the numerical connection between the number of
words of the recited text and the number of human body parts, thus pointing to
the dominance of health night fears against which the Shema is recited in bed.
Bedtime Shema reciting constitutes a Torah requirement, whereas additional
parts of the Bedtime Shema prayer were authorized by the Sages. The article
concludes with a comparison between Shema reciting in bed and early morning

Shema reciting.

Keywords: Shema reciting in bed; Divine authority; demons; Bedtime Shema;

first portion; three portions.
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