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“And Yosef dreamt a dream”

I. Reliability of Dreams: Throughout Tanach, much emphasis is placed on dreams and their significance. Beginning from
Avraham at the nnan 2 nma to the dreams of Avimelech, Lavan, Yaakov, Yosef, Pharaoh and his aides, Gideon,
Shlomo Hamelech, Nevuchadnetzar and Daniel', dreams occur numerously as vehicles of communication between
Hashem and mortals. In many of the above examples the dreams were pure prophetic visions without any obscurity. Even
so, ordinary dreams are also described by Chazal as one-sixtieth of a true prophetic vision, a hazy glimpse at future
events®. However, not always are dreams of prophetic nature, in fact, the Navi writes naT xjwn nmi7ni — “and dreams
speak falsely”. This apparent paradox is explained by the Gemara in Brachos (:m1), that although some dreams are
delivered by Malachim (angels) and indeed represent a miniature prophecy, many dreams are the workings of Sheidim
(demons) delivering false messages and visions to a person’s unconscious mind®.

In Halacha as well, conflicting statements are found regarding the reliability of dreams. The Gemara in Nedarim (:n) states
that if one sees in his dream that he was excommunicated, he must perform the procedure required to annul this status,
by having a panel of ten people nullify it°. In Sanhedrin ("7) the Gemara relates how a certain individual had his late father
come to him in a dream and tell him that a specific sum of money can be found in a specific location, and that this money
is money of Maaser Sheini (which must be treated as such). This person went to the said location and indeed found the
exact sum of money his father had described. The Sages at that time ruled that the finder may use the money for any
purpose he wishes, since dreams are meaningless and do not in any way affect the Halachic status of the money. The
Rishonim grapple to rectify this apparent contradiction; Are dreams a reliable source of information, or are they just
figments of one’s imagination?

One explanation offered by the Tashbatz, is that since some dreams are indeed truthful while others are not, we apply the
general Talmudic rules of Chazaka and Safek as follows: When dealing with monetary issues, in general, all money is
assumed to be permissible until proven otherwise. Since it is doubtful if the dream is reliable or not, we can assume its
permissibility. (Even though most of the dream was proven accurate, this does not guarantee that every detail is truthful.®)
When dealing with other prohibitions that are not monetary, since there is a possibility that this person was indeed
excommunicated, he must be concerned that there is truth to his vision, and have his status nullified.”
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Il. Dreams in Halachic Rulings: Although the dependability of dreams is quite doubtful, surprisingly, dreams consistently
are mentioned in the Poskim as the source for Halachic rulings. In fact, one of the Rishonim — R’ Yaakov of M’reish,
authored an entire sefer (n'nwn n n"Iw) of Halachic rulings that he received through dreams. Another Rishon — the S'mag
(T"o n"7), writes that he originally did not wish to include the Mitzva of 'n nx nown |9 17 "nwn (which forbids us from
becoming haughty) as one of the 613 Mitzvos listed in his work. That very night he was informed in a dream that he had
omitted this commandment. Another ruling based on a dream that is mentioned in the Poskim, is that on Succos when
holding the Arbah Minim, one must hold the Esrog next to the Lulav and not separately®.

As we have seen, dreams are occasionally used as a determining factor in Halachic decisions. At other times, Halachic
rulings are dismissed precisely because they originate from nocturnal reveries. The Rama states that a worker who has
already received advance payment for a day’s work, and then falls ill, does not need to return the payment he has
received. To this ruling the Shach counters, that it originates from a dream that came to the Maharam and is therefore
meaningless®.

Another interesting place where dreams played a prominent role is in the naming of the Sefer Or Zaruah. This Sefer is
authored by one of the Rishonim by the name of R’ Yitzchok of Vienna. Prior to writing his sefer, he had been pondering a
question regarding the spelling of the name na'7y when written in a Get (divorce). His uncertainty was whether it should
be spelled with the letter “Hay” or “Alef” at the end of the name. In his dream he was shown the Passuk — *T¥7 YINT 1IX
nnnw 2% M1, in which the final letter of each word spells na'jpy — with a “Hay”. He was so impressed with this vision
that he named his renowned Halachic treatise “Or Zarua”. Of note is that in the Sefer Or Zaruah itself, he also makes
other references to Halachic rulings based on dreams'.

lll. Vows in Dreams: We have already discussed above, how one who was excommunicated in a dream must obtain
nullification of this status. The Poskim discuss the eventuality of someone making a vow in his dream. The Ran states that
although “excommunication” is considered valid when seen in a dream, this is only since we assume that this individual
was shown that he has been shunned by the Heavenly Tribunal. Since a vow can only be valid if one annunciates his oath
in a clear mental state, a vow made in a dream is meaningless. The Rashba argues that even a vow made in a dream
needs to be nullified. In addition, although normally nullification of a vow only requires three people to jointly nullify it,

since this sort of vow is Heavenly initiated, a panel of ten should preferably be present'".

One who undertakes in a dream to perform a specific Mitzva, must do so and may not have his pledge nullified. The
reason for this is that we assume that his dream was an encouragement from Heaven for this Mitzva to be done'. One
who swears falsely in a dream need not be concerned with this and does not need to do Teshuva'®.

IV. Nullifying Dreams — ni’n_navn: Someone who sees a disturbing dream that seemingly is foretelling tragic future
events, is supposed to fast on that day. The Gemara states that this is an extremely effective way of neutralizing any
ominous tidings, as it is likened to incinerating the entire decree. So important is this fast as Chazal allowed one to fast
even on Shabbos (when it is prohibited to fast) to nullify his dream™. Nowadays, although we no longer fast on Shabbos
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since we are not proficient in interpreting dreams (ow y"Iv), Chazal describe two alternative remedies to annul the effects
of dreams. The first is called ni7n navn, a procedure where the dreamer stands before three of his friends and states ‘I
have dreamt a favorable dream”. They in turn concur and answer together, that the dream he has seen is really foretelling
good events and he does not need to be concerned. The efficaciousness of this procedure is due to the rule of Chazal
that all dreams follow the manner in which they are interpreted. In other words, dreams only have an effect for good or for
bad based on how they were interpreted. The Gemara in Berachos (1"11 n™1) gives numerous examples of this, where the
effect of the dream was determined by its interpretation. One may do ni7n navn on Shabbos'®.

Another suggestion offered by the Gemara (nw) is to say a certain prayer (printed in all Siddurim), while the Kohanim are
reciting Birchas Kohanim (“Duchaning”). This is a very favorable time for prayer in general and especially for dreams.
Some Acharonim mention that one can also accept on himself a Taanis Dibbur — to abstain from any idle chatter for an
entire day, as this can be effective for countering dreams as well'®.

Not only are one’s own dreams an object of concern, but even if someone dreams about a tragedy occurring to another
person it is problematic. In fact, even if a child or a slave dreams about someone else, the above remedies should be
applied. A non-Jews dream’s are not of concern'. One who dreams about someone else should perform the above
procedures, specifying that he is doing so for a dream he dreamt on someone else'®. He does not need to relate the
dream to the subject. If the dreamer is unable to do these things, he should then tell the subject so that he can do so for
himself. In either case, both parties should do Teshuva'®.

One who dreams of favorable tidings should be sure to remember the details of his dream, or even record it. The Zohar 20
learns this concept from the dreams of Yosef, since when his dreams finally came to fruition the Passuk says, qoi* W1
nmi7nn nx — “and Yosef remembered the dreams”, indicating that this was a crucial factor in the dream’s realization.
Furthermore, one should not relate the dream to anyone else, even one’s spouse, since blessings are only effective on
things that are hidden.

Nowadays: In recent times, many Gedolim often have advised people who dreamt disturbing dreams not to attribute
much significance to them. The Chazon Ish would advise people to say the prayer during Birchas Kohanim, without any
further action, whereas for himself he would not do so at all*®>. The Steipler would on occasion suggest doing ni7n navn,
as did the Brisker Rov. Some explain the reason for this as follows: Nowadays, with the easily accessible proliferation of
world events, a day does not go by without one hearing of some tragedy or another from the remotest places on the
globe. While generally these events do not affect a person on a personal level, they can certainly cause him to imagine
them happening to him y™72. Since most dreams are based on thoughts from the previous day, it is not surprising at all that
these thoughts germinate during the night. For this reason much less significance is attributed to dreams than in earlier

The Gemara in Brachos(x"v T") states that someone who involves himself in learning Torah prior to going to sleep, is
guaranteed not to receive bad tidings in his dreams. Similarly, one who recites Krias Shema Al Hamitah is offered similar
protection®. While a person sleeps, his soul returns to Heaven to relate the events of the day. One whose soul departs
following the learning of Torah has insured himself that no evil decrees will be pronounced on him. By doing so, he has
effectively circumvented such decrees, rather than trying to have them repealed after the fact - a far more difficult feat.
May we in the future only hear good tidings, o'va nninani 0w ninin 1702 '7x80.

Good Shabbos.
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