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Question:
	Why do some people cover their eyes when reciting certain prayers such as the candle blessing or the Shema? Do the reasons differ based on the particular prayer?

Answer:
	The reasons for covering one’s eyes during recitation of prayers vary depending upon the prayer.  When we light candles on Shabbat and Festivals, we cover our eyes to create a “legal fiction.”  Jewish tradition asks that we say our blessings before engaging in the action associated with that blessing.  We say hamotzi before eating bread.  We say Kiddush before drinking the wine.  However with Shabbat and Festival candles, we have a problem.  

	The recitation of the blessing over the Sabbath or Festival candles initiates the holiday.  During Shabbat and Festivals, traditionally, we are not permitted to kindle flames.  Therefore, if we say the blessing before we light the candles, we would not be able to light them.  This is not a simple problem for without lighting the candles, we would have recited an empty blessing, taking God’s name in vain and violating one of the 10 commandments.  So we must light the candles before we say the blessing.  We cover our eyes to pretend or to create a legal fiction that we did not light them, because we don’t see them until after we uncover our eyes after the blessing has been recited.  

	The covering of our eyes during the recitation of the Shema is for a completely different reason.  First, the recitation of the Shema is a commandment known traditionally as kriat Shema, the reading of the Shema.  According to the Torah, we are commanded to read the words of Shema, a quote from Deuteronomy 6:4, every evening and every morning.  A tradition has developed of closing or covering one’s eyes during the recitation of this phrase to enhance one’s ability to concentrate by blocking out visual distractions.

	There is a question raised by this practice: as the mitzvah, the commandment, is known as the reading of the Shema, not the recitation of the Shema from memory, how does one read if he or she has covered their eyes?
