The Blessing of 2021: Should One Say a Bracha when
Receiving the COVID Vaccine?
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l. The Mitzvah to Get Vaccinated and Its Theological Significance
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R. Willig: It is very likely a Chiyuv Dioraysa, a Torah
obligation, to take the vaccine. This is based on the
Sefer HaChinuch on Maakeh, who extends that
commandment to all safety measures protecting us
from danger...
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3. Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Lonely Man of Faith

Man of old who could not fight disease and succumbed in multitudes to yellow fever or any
other plague could not lay claim to dignity. Only the man who builds hospitals, discovers
therapeutic techniques, and saves lives is blessed with dignity. (p. 16)

In doing all this, Adam the first is trying to carry out the mandate entrusted to him by his Maker
who, at dawn of the sixth mysterious day of creation, addressed Himself to man and summoned
him to "fill the earth and subdue it." It is God who decreed that the story of Adam the first be the




great saga of freedom of man-slave who gradually transforms himself into man-master. While
pursuing this goal, driven by an urge which he cannot but obey, Adam the first transcends the
limits of the reasonable and probable and ventures into the open spaces of a boundless universe.
Even this longing for vastness, no matter how adventurous and fantastic, is legitimate. Man
reaching for the distant stars is acting in harmony with his nature which was created, willed, and
directed by his Maker. It is a manifestation of obedience to rather than rebellion against God.
Thus, in sum, we have obtained the following triple equation: humanity = dignity =
responsibility = majesty. (p. 19)

4. What Blessing Should You Say When You Get The COVID-19 Vaccine?,” JTA,
December 23, 2020,

Rabbi Ben Greenfield, The Greenpoint Shul in Brooklyn

One must offer words of praise and blessing to Hashem upon the amazing event of receiving this
vaccine! That is clear. The question is if one should do so using one of the official, canonical
brachot of our tradition, which would entail uttering God’s sacred name.

Il.  Which Bracha — Shehechiyanu or HaTov VehaMetiv?
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I11. Possible Objections
1. Medical Procedure
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2. Preventive Measures
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3. Resolving a Bad Situation
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4. Possible Negative Outcome
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5. Painful Experience
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6. Not a New Item
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7. “Brachaphobia”
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26. What Blessing Should You Say When You Get The COVID-19 Vaccine?,” JTA,
December 23, 2020,

Rabbi Yosie Levine, The Jewish Center in New York City

There is an argument to be made that the distribution of the COVID vaccine calls for the
recitation of birkat shehecheyanu, the blessing that acknowledges how indebted we are to our
Maker for permitting us to reach a given milestone. In the midst of the untold suffering brought
about by this pandemic, the almost miraculous production of a vaccine represents a dose of
unusually good news. As the Talmud teaches, hearing exceptionally good tidings is reason
enough to recite this blessing.

At the same time, however, we typically adopt a minimalist approach to brachot. We tend to
follow precedent. We might say that the list of occasions that call for birkat shehecheyanu is
fixed. As such, from the perspective of Jewish law, the best practice would be to recite the
bracha while omitting the name of God.



https://www.jta.org/author/rabbi-yosie-levine
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-shehechiyanu-blessing/

Hedging Your Bet
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IV. Alternative options
1. Hagomel

32. R. Dov Linzer, “Should | Make a Brakha When Receiving the COVID-19 Vaccine?,”
YCTorah.org

The reason that | do not explore here the possibility of reciting HaGomel, as compelling as that
possibility may be, is that | generally adopt the more conservative approach that

limits HaGomel to the four cases listed in the Talmud, although there is good reason, both
halakhically and religiously, to not adopt such a limiting approach. More to the point, however,
is that I also question whether the experiences of those who never had COVID and are now
being vaccinated can be compared to a person who was seriously ill (even if not with a life-
threatening illness) or who crossed a desert.”




2. Standard Yehi Ratzon
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3. New Yehi Ratzon Prayer
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4. Other

36. R. Dov Linzer, “Should | Make a Brakha When Receiving the COVID-19 Vaccine?,”

YCTorah.org
One could consider reciting the Nishmat prayer which appears right before Yistabach in the

Shabbat Shaharit service.
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V. Timing
1. Atthe Shot or Not?

38. R. Dov Linzer, “Should | Make a Brakha When Receiving the COVID-19 Vaccine?,”
YCTorah.org

When is the right time to recite this blessing? We can identify a few potential times:

(1) When the vaccine begins being distributed in your area;

(2) When people have been using it for a few months, and its efficacy has been clearly
demonstrated; or

(3) When you, personally, receive it...



To decide between these we need to consider, first, when the moment of joy occurs and, second,
whether halakha would allow for the blessing to be recited at all, or only some, or only one of
these times.

These blessings are only made when a person is, subjectively, experiencing joy. When is that
time in our situation?

Many will feel that it is #3, when receiving the shot. At that time, something is happening to
them concretely, and they are connecting to the joy of this vaccine directly...

When it rains after a drought and you don’t own a field, you do not make the brakha of

She ’hehiyanu or HaTov, although everyone else is experiencing great joy, and presumably you
are joyous together with them (SA OH 221:2). Nevertheless, if you don’t own a field, then you
are not directly benefiting, and thus you do not recite a blessing...

Our discussion, however, is in reference to the formulaic, halakhic blessings. For those, the time
to say it is limited to cases of personal, direct experience...

We have seen that one does not recite the blessing unless she benefits directly from the vaccine,
that is, when she receives it herself (#3). But perhaps there is another reason to recite the blessing
earlier — when it is being distributed (#1) or seen to be effective (#2). On hearing of the
announcement of these events, a person is hearing joyous news. The Mishnah (Brakhot 54a)
teaches that the blessings of She ’hehiyanu and HaTov are made at moments of besorot tovot,
joyous news. Would this not be such a time?...

To me it seems clear that one does not. The examples in the Talmud (Brakhot 59b) of reciting a
blessing when hearing good news is when a man hears that his wife has given birth or that he has
received an inheritance. Those are not good news in general; they are reports that something
good has happened to him.
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2. First Shot or Second Shot?
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41. R. Dov Linzer, “Should | Make a Brakha When Receiving the COVID-19 Vaccine?,”
YCTorah.org

This is directly applicable to our case: the blessing should be recited once the process begins in a
significant and concrete way, that is, when receiving the first vaccine shot. It need not wait until
the second shot is received. This makes a great deal of sense, since our feeling of joy begins at
that first concrete moment, and in general, She hehiyanu blessings that are said for joyous
occasions focus on the first concrete experience of joy, even if the process has yet to
consummate.

V1. Practical Conclusions

R. Hershel Schachter, R. Dov Linzer —-HaTov VihaMetiv

R. Yosef Zvi Rimon — Shehehiyanu (if feels very happy). Maybe HaTov is also an option.

R. Avraham Stav — Can say Shehechiyanu; preferable to hedge bet and say it when seeing friend.
R. Shlomo Aviner, R. Asher Weiss — No Bracha (unless wearing new clothes)

R. Mordechai Willig, R. Mordechai Eliyahu — Says Yehi Ratzon



