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SELICHOT

The custom of reciting selichot – penitential prayers – preceding Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur is an ancient one dating back to the period of the Geonim in Babylonia if not even to Talmudic times.  There are different customs as to when to begin reciting these prayers. Most Sephardic and Middle Eastern Jewish congregations begin the recitation of selichot at the beginning of the month of Elul while European Jewish communities begin their recitation the week preceding Rosh Hashanah itself.

Over the centuries the number of piyutim available for the selichot recitation has increased exponentially. There are many hundreds of such selichot piyutim in our repertoire of religious poetry. A substantial number of them were composed during the early and later Middle Ages and were the work of the great men of both the Ashkenazic and Sephardic worlds.

It was commonly accepted and even expected that Torah scholars would also produce such selichot. Some of the greatest sages of Israel, such as Rashi, Rabbenu Gershom, Rabbi Asher ben Yechiel and others, are represented in the Ashkenazic version of the selichot services.

In later times, especially in the modern era, the number and authorship of the selichot has become fixed, though even in the Ashkenazic tradition there is quite a difference between the selichot of German, Lithuanian, and Polish custom. Needless to say, all of these Ashkenazic versions of selichot vary widely from the piyutim recited by the Middle Eastern Sephardic communities, and there too there are differences between certain localities and ethnic groups.

The basic prayer of selichot, upon which all various communities agree, is the recitation of the thirteen so-called attributes of the Almighty. They are reveled to us in the Torah itself when Moshe hid his face in the presence of the Divine spirit passing over him.

The recitation of this Torah description of Godly attributes is one of the central themes of Yom Kippur, when we recite this section of selichot numerous times during the prayer services of the day.  In fact, the climactic prayer of neilah on Yom Kippur incudes the recitation of these thirteen attributes thirteen times!

It is as though this prayer ordained, so to speak, by God is the only weapon left in our arsenal of prayer and tears that will deliver us to life and goodness. The theme of the High Holy Days is to call unto our Creator when he is close to us and can be easily reached. The recitation of the selichot prayers, from before Rosh Hashanah until through the day of Yom Kippur, reinforces this idea of closeness and immediacy with the divine and the infinite.

Selichot is an invaluable conduit to achieve this exalted connection with Godliness and spirituality. It is no wonder that throughout the ages the Jewish people have constantly observed and even strengthened this custom in our never ending quest for soulful spirituality. Early hours of rising and devotion testify to the level that all Jewish communities dedicate to this custom of penitential prayer.

What I have always found interesting and noteworthy in the piyutim of selichot is that most of them concern themselves with the sorry and sad state of the Jewish people in our long and bitter exile. It is as though we not only expect to be forgiven for our sins and shortcomings but we implore Heaven to intercede on our behalf and improve our lot in life.

Except for the ashamnu prayer the selichot piyutim reveal very little contrition or assumption of guilt for sins on our part. It is as though we are saying to Heaven that the deplorable circumstances of Jewish life in the exile are why we are unable to fulfill our spiritual obligations on a constant and productive basis.

This emphasis on national calamity, rather than on personal guilt, points out to us that the High Holy Days are not merely a personal experience but a national one as well. We are all in this together and the eternal covenant of Sinai joins all of us into one unit. Every Jew’s personal fate is intertwined with our national fate and future.

And in an even farther leap, the prayers of Rosh Hashanah tie us all as human beings to common fates and challenges. In Judaism , the individual, the national and the universal are all bound together in judgment and in blessing. Therefore there can be no better introduction to and understanding of the holy days that are coming upon us than the prayers of the selichot services.

DISTRACTIONS AND DIVERSIONS


We are all aware that our best laid plans and visions of our future are upset when life itself intervenes. We are always blindsided by unforeseen events. We are prone to be distracted and diverted by rather petty, small and even inconsequential events. The great issues that face and even bedevil the Jewish people and the Jewish state rarely receive the attention that they obviously deserve.

A great deal of this is due to the media frenzy and instant social media communication that characterizes our current society and generation. The constant necessity to produce news – fake or otherwise – drives the crushing creation of distractions and diversions. And these sideshows mesmerize us and we forget what our true goals and policies should be.

We are invested in scandals, personal failures and rumors, and the great issues are ignored. There is no doubt that a price will be exacted for this failure.  The history of the past two centuries in Jewish life worldwide shows clearly the perils of ignoring great ideas while concentrating on passing controversies. When Reform and Haskalah were attracting generations of children of previously staunchly Orthodox families, the Orthodox leadership generally ignored the underlying causes for the success of these movements and contended themselves with bans and posters. Instead they argued about women’s education, secular studies, modes of dress, personal rabbinic disputes and controversies and other issues, most of which have long been completely forgotten. Seeing only the trees and never viewing the forest is always a dangerous policy. 

There is currently a controversy here in Israel about the kosher status of a certain type of chicken species. Imported from Belgium, this type of chicken was approved as being kosher by a leading charedi kashruth certification organization, one of the more renowned groups here in Israel. However, as can be expected in any type of kashruth question and innovation, there is always another rabbinic opinion.

And the other well-known rabbinic kashruth authorities declared that this type of chicken was not acceptable. The media had, and continues to have, a field day regarding this controversy. As is usual in such instances, families have been split, dishes have been discarded and destroyed and the poster wars have been renewed and intensified.

This is very reminiscent of the rabbinic dispute in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries regarding the newly discovered American turkey.  For almost a century, the controversy regarding this bird continued until the Jewish people, by practice, decided that the American turkey was just a big chicken and therefore a kosher bird, as it is universally accepted today.

I have no idea what the eventual Jewish decision regarding the fate of the Belgian chicken in our kitchens, but like most disputes of this type, I expect this controversy to continue for some time.  But the fate of the Belgian chicken and the attention that it is receiving is a distraction. The real issue that the rabbinate should be dealing with is education, outreach and adjustment to modern changes, which are the stuff of today’s important issues.

The existential issues facing the Jewish people and the State of Israel are unfortunately numerous and serious. Iran is the Hitler of our time and cannot be ignored. The Jewish people and its religious leadership have to prepare their societies for this looming crisis. Iran is not a matter of Belgian chickens.

Demonstrations against the Israel Defense Forces are not only foolish and wrong but they are completely irrelevant to the Jewish future. The complete alienation of so much of the Jewish people certainly has to be addressed. But one hears very little from the top about this danger, which is certainly as existential as Iran is. The Talmud allows for questions to which it has no answers. Even without having answers to problems, the problems themselves should be raised, addressed and discussed.

We are wasting assets and valuable resources on distractions and diversions. Our leadership, as well as all of us, must somehow rise over this and concentrate on the real issues and problems that face us. But we are very attracted to these diversions. We prefer to play with the toys that are strewn throughout our daily lives. It is much easier to avoid the real issues than to face up to them. At the very least we should be able to identify and reject these confusing disturbances.
Shabbat shalom

Berel Wein
Rabbi Wein’s Weekly Blog

NITZAVIM – VAYELECH

Ah! The covenant once more. The basis of the relationship between the Jewish people and their Creator is the covenant that exists between them. The covenant is central to the story of the Jewish people. Our father Avraham entered into and created the terms of this eternal covenant. The covenant was embodied in his flesh itself and sanctified by the sense of sacrifice that the historical narrative of Avraham and Yitzchak reinforced.

Yaakov received the covenant from his father – after contests with Eisav and Lavan and bequeathed it to his sons, the twelve tribes of Israel. His family took the covenant with them down to Egypt and it was miraculously preserved throughout centuries of slavery. Yosef had promised them redemption and belief in the existence and efficacy of the covenant. And that promise of redemption for all ages and future conditions was attached to the overriding theme of the covenant.

To this historical and faith narrative was added the holy spirituality and Divine laws of the Torah granted at Mount Sinai. This combination of holiness, the discipline of behavior, the historical narrative of tradition and family, all combined to form the foundation of the covenant.

This has remained the great backbone of Jewish survival during our long and painful exile and dispersion. It is this covenant that unites Jews the world over as a family, not only as a faith and not only as a nationality.

The continuity and presence of this covenant – alive and well as it assuredly is in our time now – was and is the leitmotif of the rhythms of Jewish life everywhere. The covenant was binding upon all Jews even though many Jews, especially in modern times, were completely unaware of its existence and the grip it exerted on their lives and society.

It is this covenant that governs Jewish history and our current events as well. There is no other rational way to look at our story, past, present and undoubtedly future, in the absence of the overriding influence and presence of the covenant that Moshe and Israel entered into as recorded in this week’s Torah reading.

The demands of the covenant are strong and oftentimes appear to be severe. But an “easy” covenant would be useless considering the challenges and rigors of Jewish history. Rabbi Moshe Feinstein often stated: “People say it is difficult to be a Jew and they are correct in that assessment.  But I say that it is even more difficult for a Jew not to be a Jew!” Such is the nature of God’s   covenant with us and it has proven to be eternal and binding for all of the millennia of Jewish existence. That is why this is the final major public act of the career of Moshe as the leader of the Jewish people. As long as the covenant holds, he is assured of the eternity of Israel and his own immortality.
Shabbat shalom
Rabbi Berel Wein

Rav Shlomo Aviner Shlit"a
Ha-Rav answers hundreds of text message questions a day.  Here's a sample:

Mother's Milk

Q: How is mother's milk permissible when we have a general principle that anything which comes from a non-Kosher animal is non-Kosher?

A: Since the Torah mentions that people nursed, it is a sign that it is Kosher.  And if it were only permissible in a life-threatening situation, the Torah would mention that it is permissible only in such a case.  By the way, the Torah does not explicitly mention that it is forbidden to eat a human being.  While it is obviously forbidden to do so, there is a discussion among the Poskim as to the source of the prohibition (See Rambam, Hilchot Machalot Asurot 2:3, 3:4.  Ra'avad ibid.  Rosh, Ketuvot 5:19.  Rama, Yoreh Deah 79:1).

Free Choice for Animals

Q: Do animals have free choice?

A: Not to any significant degree.  Igrot Ha-Re'eiyah Volume 1, p. 104.

Shyness

Q: I am very shy and cannot give a Torah class.  What should I do?

A: Prepare the class in written form and read it.

Immersing a Utensil to be Given as a Gift

Q: Is it true that one may not immerse a utensil which is to be given as a gift?

A: Correct.  The majority of Poskim rule this way, since the utensil is not yet designated for a meal but rather for another person, i.e. a gift (Tevilat Kelim pp. 87-88).  There are those, however, who rule that it is permissible to immerse it without a blessing when one is giving the utensil to someone who will not immerse it (Taharat Kelim p. 120).  And some recommend that one grants ownership of the utensil to the receiver before giving it to him and then immerses it.  Ha-Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, however, does not agree with this recommendation (Tevilat Kelim pp. 239-242).  And others recommend immersing the utensil and then using it for a short time before giving it as a gift.  This, however, is not always possible.

 Shidduch with One who Visits the Temple Mount

Q: Should I cancel a Shidduch with someone who visits the Temple Mount?

A: No.  A person is judged by the majority of his actions.  Rambam, Hilchot Teshuvah 3:1).

Arabs from Jewish Descent

Q: How should we relate to a study that 65% of Arabs of the Galilee are from Jewish descent?

A: The study does not have a solid scientific basis.  Its purpose was political, in order to convince us to give up portions of Eretz Yisrael.  Scientific studies cannot, in any case, serve as halachic proofs.  

Gifts for a Teacher

Q: I am a teacher.  Parents sometimes bring me gifts.  Is it permissible to accept them?

A: It is not good.  The gift should be a joint one from all of the parents.  

Netilat Yadayim for First Responder

Q: If I am on call as a first responder, and receive a call in the middle of the night while I am sleeping, am I exempt from Netilat Yadayim, since every second is important?

A: It does not seem so, since you get dressed and do not go in your pajamas.

Responsible Jews

By Rabbi Yirmiyohu Kaganoff
Since parshas Netzavim alludes to the agreed covenant of one Jew being responsible for others, it is an appropriate time to discuss the laws and rules of what we call areivus.

Question #1: Making Kiddush Twice 

When might I be required to recite the two brochos of the Friday night Kiddush a second time on Shabbos morning?

Question #2: A Halachic Conundrum

Can a situation exist whereby someone is halachically required to observe a mitzvah, but cannot fulfill it without someone else performing it on his behalf?

Introduction

Answering both of our opening questions requires that we spend some time understanding a halachic concept called areivus. In the midst of the discussion of the tochachah in parshas Bechukosai, the harsh admonition for not observing the mitzvos, the Torah mentions Vechoshlu ish be’achiv, “Each man will stumble over his friend” (Vayikra 26:37). Rashi suggests a different understanding of the letter beis – not “Each man will stumble over his friend,” but “Each man will stumble because of his friend.” A midrash that may have served as Rashi’s source reads more explicitly: "Vechoshlu ish be’achiv -- Do not explain this as over his friend, but because of the sins of his friend.” The midrash continues: “From this we see the concept she’Yisroel areivin eilu la’eilu,” that Jews are accountable for one another (Eichah Rabbah, Parashah 3). This idea is popularly referred to as kol Yisroel areivim zeh lazeh, an expression that I have not found in Chazal, although it is used frequently by rishonim and acharonim. The closest use I found in Chazal is in a passage of Gemara, where it says “Vechoshlu ish be’achiv… melameid shekulan areivim zeh bazeh” (Sanhedrin 27b).

Different halachic ramifications

There are numerous halachic ramifications of this general concept, including: 

(1) The mitzvah of tochachah, which requires that one Jew reprove another Jew who is disobeying the laws of the Torah (see Vayikra 19:17).

(2) The prohibition called chanufah, usually translated as “flattering,” that prohibits complimenting or honoring someone, either implicitly or explicitly, who violates the Torah (Sifrei, Bamidbar 35:33).

(3) A requirement to protest when we see someone breaching the Torah (see Shabbos 54b). 

(4) A legal concept called areivus. Although we usually think of areivus as a social responsibility, it also includes a legal concept with very specific halachic ramifications. 

We will leave the details of the first three mitzvos for another time. This article will explore some of the concepts of the fourth, the law of areivus. 

Areivus explains why someone who has already fulfilled a mitzvah can perform it again to assist someone else fulfill their obligation. To understand this properly, I will first introduce an overview of how areivus works and what it accomplishes. We will then study some Talmudic passages that explain the principles of areivus.

How areivus operates

Here is a very common example of how areivus operates: Reuven has not yet fulfilled the mitzvah of reciting Kiddush, but he is unable to read the text himself. There are people available who can recite Kiddush on Reuven’s behalf, but they have already fulfilled the mitzvah. Does Reuven fulfill the mitzvah if they recite Kiddush on his behalf?

The answer is that he does, because of the concept of areivus. Since Reuven is obligated to fulfill the mitzvah, and the other people are also commanded to observe it, they may recite Kiddush on his behalf, notwithstanding that they are not fulfilling the mitzvah at the moment. (The person performing the act of the mitzvah is called the motzi, because he is enabling someone else to fulfill the mitzvah. The word motzi can be used either as a noun, defining the person performing the mitzvah, or as a verb, when it describes the performance of a mitzvah on behalf of someone else. In the course of this article, I will be using the word both ways, so stay alert!)

The three requirements:

For areivus to work, three requirements must be met:

1. The motzi must be obligated

The motzi must be someone who is obligated to observe this mitzvah. 

As we mentioned above, the motzi does not need to be fulfilling the mitzvah at the moment -- he may have fulfilled the mitzvah already, or, for that matter, plan to observe the mitzvah later.

2. Have in mind to be motzi

The motzi must have in mind that he is performing the mitzvah on behalf of someone else, who will now be fulfilling the mitzvah. He can have in mind that whoever hears the words or sounds of the mitzvah, even if the motzi is unaware that the other person is listening, thereby fulfills the mitzvah.

3. Have in mind to fulfill the mitzvah

The person for whom the motzi is performing the mitzvah must have in mind that by hearing the words or sounds of the mitzvah, he (or she) is fulfilling the mitzvah.

Some Talmudic background

Before we discuss some practical examples of these laws, we will explore some of the Talmudic sources that demonstrate these rules. The first passage we will study requires an introduction.

The Torah recognizes a halachic status called an eved kena’ani, a gentile slave, which is someone non-Jewish who is owned by a Jew. An eved is not required to observe all the mitzvos of a Jew – after all, he is not Jewish -- yet he must observe many of the mitzvos. The eved accepts the obligation to fulfill these mitzvos in a procedure that is similar to that of geirus, conversion. After circumcision, he immerses in a mikveh and accepts the mitzvos that an eved is obligated to keep.

As just mentioned, an eved is not obligated to observe all the mitzvos. For example, he is exempt from such mitzvos as shofar, sukkah, tefillin, and studying Torah. However, when an eved is freed, he achieves the status of a Jew and becomes obligated to observe all the mitzvos, like any other Jew.

A blasting slave!

Since an eved is not obligated to observe the mitzvah of shofar, a Jew does not fulfill the mitzvah if an eved blows the shofar on the Jew’s behalf. As I mentioned above, the first rule of areivus is that the motzi must be someone who is obligated to observe this mitzvah.

The half slave

What happens if a slave was purchased by two people in equal partnership, and then one of the owners frees him? That owner can only free the half that he himself owns. That half of the slave is now free, which means that he is obligated to observe mitzvos. On the other hand, half is still owned by the other master. This means that the eved now has the nebulous status of being half-Jewish and half-eved. The halachah calls him very literally chatzi eved chatzi ben chorin, “half slave, half freedman.” 

Here is where this half-slave now trods new halachic ground. His half that is free is duty-bound to observe all the mitzvos, whereas the other half is obliged to observe only those mitzvos compulsory for an eved. Regarding most mitzvos, this means that he now observes them. He will be obligated to observe, for example, the mitzvah of sukkah.

What does he do in regard to fulfilling the mitzvah of shofar, since half of him is obligated to observe the mitzvah, and the other half is not? Can he blow shofar to fulfill the mitzvah, or must he hear the shofar from someone else? 

The Gemara quotes a beraisa that rules that a half-eved is required to hear shofar, but cannot blow shofar on behalf of other people, even on behalf of other half-eveds. The Gemara then explains that he does not fulfill the mitzvah if he blows shofar even to fulfill the mitzvah for himself. Why not? How can he be required to observe the mitzvah of shofar and not be able to fulfill it himself?

The answer is that his eved part is not required to observe the mitzvah, and his non-eved half cannot blow the shofar by itself. As a result, the shofar is being blown by someone who is not fully obligated in the mitzvah (Rosh Hashanah 29a). Even if the chatzi eved chatzi ben chorin happens to be a master blaster, he has no other way to fulfill the mitzvah other than to hear the shofar blown by someone else, that is, a Jewish adult male who is fully obligated in the mitzvah! (Since a fully freed man has the halachic status of a Jewish adult male, he can be motzi others in the mitzvah, including a chatzi eved chatzi ben chorin.) Thus, we have an anomalous situation -- he is required to observe the mitzvah, yet someone else must be motzi him! We now have the answer to one of our opening questions: “Can a situation exist whereby someone is halachically required to observe a mitzvah, but cannot fulfill it without someone else performing it on his behalf?”

Areivus and brochos

The Gemara discusses whether areivus will allow someone to recite a brocha for you before you eat, even  when the one reciting the brocha is not eating. Why should this case be halachically any different from what we have already discussed? Allow me to explain.

Of the conditions mentioned above for areivus to work, one was that both the motzi and the person fulfilling the mitzvah must be required to observe the mitzvah. The reason for these requirements takes us back to our Biblical sources for the concept of areivus -- one Jew is responsible for another. Since one Jew is responsible for the mitzvah observance of another, the inability of one Jew to fulfill a mitzvah devolves onto other Jews. They become required to fulfill his mitzvah for him. 

However, this concept holds true only regarding a mitzvah that the motzi is required to perform. Since no one is required to eat specific foods or to smell pleasant fragrances, these brochos hanehenin, blessings of benefit, are not required unless one is, himself, benefiting. Consequently, the rule of areivus does not apply. The Gemara explains that although areivus allows a motzi to recite a birchas hamitzvah on behalf of someone else, one cannot recite a brocha of benefit, unless the motzi is also enjoying the benefit.

Exception 

The Gemara subsequently concludes that there are two instances in which one may use areivus and recite the brocha, even though the motzi is not presently fulfilling the mitzvah. These two exceptions are the brocha of hamotzi, recited prior to eating matzoh at the Pesach seder, and the brocha of hagafen, recited as part of Kiddush. In these two instances, although the brocha appears to be a regular brocha of benefit, since one is required to partake in this benefit in order to fulfill these mitzvos, one is therefore required to recite these brochos. Consequently, they have the halachic status of birchos hamitzvah. Thus, in these two instances, one person can be motzi another in the brochos, although the motzi is not fulfilling the mitzvah.

King Yannai

A difference passage of Gemara (Brochos 48a) relates an interesting story that reflects a different context of the law of areivus. To quote the entire passage of Gemara: 

King Yannai and his queen had concluded a banquet, and, since he had killed all the rabbis, there was no one to bensch on their behalf.

Yannai said to his wife, “Who will provide us with someone to recite the brochos for us?” 

She answered him, “If you swear to me that you will not give him any trouble, I’ll bring you such a man.” He swore to her. She then brought her brother, Shimon ben Shetach, and had him sit between them at the head of the table. Yannai then said to Shimon ben Shetach, “See how much honor we give you!” to which Shimon ben Shetach responded, “It is not you who provide us with this honor, but the Torah.” Yannai then turned to his wife, “I see that he does not accept my rule.”

They then brought Shimon ben Shetach a cup of wine upon which to recite the brochos of bensching. He now wondered aloud. “How should I recite the zimun (since he had not eaten with them)? Should I say, ‘Blessed is He from Whose [bounty] Yannai and his friends have partaken’?” He then drank the cup of wine, because he held that this would require him to recite birchas hamazon (see Tosafos ad loc.). They then brought him another cup of wine, which he used for the bensching. 

The Gemara concludes that Shimon ben Shetach followed his own opinion here, which is not accepted by the other authorities, in that he held that one could recite birchas hamazon to be motzi others, even if all that he had consumed was a cup of wine. The accepted halachah is that one must eat bread to recite birchas hamazon and to be motzi others in zimun.

There are several fascinating historical, sociological and halachic conclusions to be drawn from this passage of Gemara.

1. Although King Yannai had assassinated almost all of the rabbonim and gedolei Yisrael, he was still interested in having birchas hamazon recited at his banquet.

2. No member of King Yannai’s entourage knew birchas hamazon by heart, yet they wanted it to be said correctly.

3. None of the assembled had a written copy of birchas hamazon. (Based on a passage of Gemara in Mesechta Shabbos [115b], this is probably accurate. However, we will leave this topic for a different article.) Alternatively, none of them knew how to read.

4. Although Yannai’s wife suspected that, given the opportunity, Yannai would kill Shimon ben Shetach, she knew that if he swore an oath, he would abide by it. Thus, he was more concerned about violating his oath than eliminating someone whom he felt challenged his authority.

5. Notwithstanding King Yannai’s personal history, Shimon ben Shetach was unafraid of talking to him in a direct, blunt way. (See a similar story about Shimon ben Shetach and King Yannai in Sanhedrin 19).

6. Although Shimon ben Shetach was the head of the Sanhedrin (see Chagigah 16b), there are areas of halachah in which we do not rule as he does.

7. Shimon ben Shetach assumed that the wine was kosher.

Women leading zimun

Another passage of Gemara (Brochos 20b) applies the above-quoted rules of areivus to a different situation. The Gemara there discusses whether the requirement that a woman recite birchas hamazon is min haTorah or only miderabbanan. The Gemara notes that a practical difference in halachah that will result is whether women may lead the bensching – what we call the zimun. In earlier days, the person who led the zimun also bensched on behalf of the assembled. Thus, a requirement is that he be someone obligated to fulfill the mitzvah on the same level as they are. Only someone who is required to bensch min haTorah may lead the zimun if it includes men, who are required to bensch min haTorah. Therefore, if women are required to bensch min haTorah, they may lead the bensching of a group that includes men. On the other hand, if women are not required, they may not lead such a bensching. 

Since the question whether women are obligated to bensch min haTorah or not remains unresolved, women do not lead a zimun when men are part of the zimun. However, when there are only women in attendance, they may create their own zimun (Brochos 45b; Arachin 3).

Areivus in action!

Here are some less common applications of the mitzvah of areivus. Mr. Goldberg is, unfortunately, hospitalized, and no one else in his family is able to recite Kiddush. On his way home from shul, Mr. Berkowitz can stop off at the Goldberg house and recite Kiddush on their behalf, although he is not fulfilling the mitzvah now, but intends to fulfill the mitzvah only when he gets to his own home. This is because the Goldbergs are required to recite Kiddush, and the law of areivus allows another Jew obligated in the mitzvah to perform the mitzvah on their behalf. (According to some authorities, the ladies of the house should daven maariv before Mr. Berkowitz can recite Kiddush for them. This is a topic that we will leave for a future article.) 

Havdalah and not Kiddush

One of my daughters was born when I was a rav in a small Jewish community. Since it has become common custom that one celebrates the birth of a daughter with a Kiddush, I was now faced with an interesting conundrum. Some of the people who would attend the Kiddush might drive on Shabbos to attend, so I could not consider the standard Kiddush as an option. My wife and I decided to avoid this problem by making a melaveh malkah on a Saturday night instead. 

What does this have to do with areivus? 

Although I had already made havdalah that night, at the melaveh malkah, I recited havdalah another time, on behalf of those individuals who had not yet performed the mitzvah. This could be done, because of the concept of areivus. Of course, this should be done only when there are individuals who have not as yet performed the mitzvah and would have in mind to fulfill the mitzvah of havdalah when it is performed for them.

Kiddush Shabbos morning

Sometimes, one has guests Shabbos morning who did not yet recite or hear the Friday night Kiddush. Since that Kiddush can be recited the entire Shabbos, these guests are required to hear both brochos of Kiddush during the daytime of Shabbos. Therefore, one should recite that Kiddush on their behalf at the Shabbos morning meal. However, bear in mind that, since they will be yotzei only if they intend to be, they must be sufficiently interested in Judaism to understand that they are thereby fulfilling a mitzvah. I suggest discussing this with your own rav or posek for guidance what to do.

Conclusion

The mitzvos of the Torah were given not to the Jewish people as individuals, but as a community, and to each individual Jew as a member of that community. This affects many areas of halachah, one of which is the mitzvah of areivus that we have just introduced. My fellow Jew’s obligation to observe mitzvos transfers to me in a way that I can now enable him to perform them.

Shabbat Shalom - Rabbi Shlomo Riskin's 

Nitzavim-Vayelech (Deuteronomy 29:9-31:30)

Efrat, Israel — “For this commandment that I have commanded you today is not concealed from you, nor is it far away.” [Deut. 30:11].

How often it is that we – and people we know – say, “I can’t help it. It’s in my nature to get angry.” Or, perhaps most commonly, “I give up. I’ll never be able to go on a diet and keep the weight off.” At this time of year, perhaps more than at any other time, we wrestle with issues such as these brought to our attention as a result of deep introspection.

Rabbi Yisrael Salanter, the great 19th century scholar, noted, “It is easier to learn the entire Talmud than to change one character trait.” Indeed, can we change? Is a particular trait part and parcel of human nature, built into the our personality, seemingly impossible to overcome?

Judaism, with its emphatic message of freedom of choice, insists on our ability to change. But is it really fair to ask individuals to do what may very well be beyond their ability to achieve? Do we really have the power to overcome our most  potent and persistent weaknesses? To what extent can we take into account the human difficulty in overcoming one’s weakness?

Our Torah portion, Nitzavim, emphatically insists on the possibility of change, no matter the circumstances: “I have set before you so that you will consider in your heart, among all the nations where the Lord your God has banished you. And you shall return to the Lord your God and obey His voice” [ibid., v. 1–2].

And once a person has begun the process of teshuva, God Himself – aware of the almost insuperable difficulty of changing one’s nature and overcoming one’s inherent weakness – steps in and completes the process on behalf of the penitent: “And the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your seed to love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul in order that you may live” [v.  6].

From the perspective of the Holy Zohar, the mystical interpretation of the Bible, this is the difference between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. Rosh Hashana falls on the first day of the month of Tishrei, when the moon – a symbol of God’s light and grace – is hidden and barely visible. The individual approaches the synagogue in fearful and trembling anticipation, hopeful but not at all certain that he can pierce through the veil of darkness covering the heaven and masking over the moon.

Ten days later, on Yom Kippur, the moon glows briefly, imbuing the heavens with renewed light and hope. The individual is then ecstatically reborn, cleansed, transformed, and purified by the grace of Divine love and forgiveness.

Indeed, we repeat again and again throughout the penitential prayers of the Day of Atonement the words of the prophet Ezekiel: “And I shall sprinkle upon you the purifying waters and you shall be purified…and I shall give you a new heart, and a new spirit shall I place in your midst” [36:25–26].

We can thus appreciate anew the enormous power of Yom Kippur, the one day during the year when the Almighty grants us not only forgiveness, but also the renewed inner strength to overcome our inborn weaknesses and foibles.

And we also may better understand the terse interpretation of Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk on the verse immediately following the command – as well as our ability – to repent after one has transgressed: “For this commandment that I have commanded you today is not…far away from you” [ibid., 30:11]. Says the Kotzker, “It requires only one small turn (Yiddish: nur ein kleine drei).”

What he apparently meant was that the penitent is expected only to make a change in direction, to turn his back on his temptations and begin to embrace God and His Torah.

We return to our original question: can we change? The simple answer is yes. However, it is incumbent upon the would-be penitent making the all-important first step. At that point, the Almighty will give him a hand to help him complete the journey, as the Sages taught, “One who comes to be purified receives Divine assistance” [Talmud, Yoma 38b]. And at the end of Yom Kippur, after a day of pleading with God for forgiveness and atonement, we cry out in the Ne’ila prayer: “Your right hand is extended to accept the penitent!”, reminding us that when returning to God, we are never alone.
Shabbat Shalom

Why Be Jewish? (Nitzavim-Vayelech 5777)

Covenant & Conversation

In the last days of his life Moses renews the covenant between God and Israel. The entire book of Devarim has been an account of the covenant – how it came about, what its terms and conditions are, why it is the core of Israel’s identity as an am kadosh, a holy people, and so on. Now comes the moment of renewal itself, a kind of national referendum as it were.

Moses, however, is careful not to limit his words to those who are actually present. About to die, he wants to ensure that no future generation can say, “Moses made a covenant with our ancestors but not with us. We didn’t give our consent. We are not bound.” To preclude this he says these words:

“It is not with you alone that I am making this sworn covenant, but with whoever is standing here with us today before the Lord our God, and with whoever is not here with us today.” (Deut. 29:13-14)

As the commentators point out, the phrase “whoever is not here” cannot refer to Israelites alive at the time who happened to be somewhere else. That cannot be since the entire nation was assembled there. It can only mean “generations not yet born.” The covenant bound all Jews from that day to this. As the Talmud says: we are all mushba ve-omed me-har Sinai, foresworn from Sinai (Yoma 73b, Nedarim 8a). By agreeing to be God’s people, subject to God’s laws, our ancestors obligated us.

Hence one of the most fundamental facts about Judaism. Converts excepted, we do not choose to be Jews. We are born as Jews. We become legal adults, subject to the commands and responsible for our actions, at the age of twelve for girls, thirteen for boys. But we are part of the covenant from birth. A bat or bar mitzvah is not a “confirmation.” It involves no voluntary acceptance of Jewish identity. That choice took place more than three thousand years ago when Moses said “It is not with you alone that I am making this sworn covenant, but with … whoever is not here with us today,” meaning all future generations including us.

But how can this be so? Surely a fundamental principle of Judaism is that there is no obligation without consent. How can we be bound by an agreement to which we were not parties? How can we be subject to a covenant on the basis of a decision taken long ago and far away by our distant ancestors?

The sages, after all, raised a similar question about the wilderness generation in the days of Moses who were actually there and did give their assent. The Talmud suggests that they were not entirely free to say No. “The Holy One blessed be He suspended the mountain over them like a barrel and said: If you say Yes, all will be well, but if you say No, this will be your burial-place” (Shabbat 88b). On this, R. Acha bar Yaakov said: “This constitutes a fundamental challenge to the legitimacy of the covenant.” The Talmud replies that even though the agreement may not have been entirely free at the time, Jews asserted their consent voluntarily in the days of Ahasuerus, as suggested by the book of Esther.

This is not the place to discuss this particular passage, but the essential point is clear. The sages believed with great force that an agreement must be free to be binding. Yet we did not agree to be Jews. We were, most of us, born Jews. We were not there in Moses’ day when the agreement was made. We did not yet exist. How then can we be bound by the covenant?

This is not a small question. It is the question on which all others turn. How can Jewish identity be passed on from parent to child? If Jewish identity were merely racial or ethnic, we could understand it. We inherit many things from our parents – most obviously our genes. But being Jewish is not a genetic condition, it is a set of religious obligations. There is a halakhic principle, zakhin le-adam shelo be-fanav: “You can confer a benefit on someone else without their knowledge or consent.” And though it is doubtless a benefit to be a Jew, it is also in some sense a liability, a restriction on our range of legitimate choices. Had we not been Jewish, we could have worked on Shabbat, eaten non-kosher food, and so on. You can confer a benefit, but not a liability, on someone without their consent.

In short, this is the question of questions of Jewish identity. How can we be bound by Jewish law, without our choice, merely because our ancestors agreed on our behalf?

In my book Radical Then, Radical Now (published in America as A Letter in the Scroll) I pointed out how fascinating it is to trace exactly when and where this question was asked. Despite the fact that everything else depends on it, it was not asked often. For the most part, Jews did not ask the question, ‘Why be Jewish?’ The answer was obvious. My parents are Jewish. My grandparents were Jewish. So I am Jewish. Identity is something most people in most ages take for granted.

It did, however, become an issue during the Babylonian exile. The prophet Ezekiel says, “What is in your mind shall never happen—the thought, ‘Let us be like the nations, like the tribes of the countries, and worship wood and stone.’” (Ez. 20:32). This is the first reference to Jews actively seeking to abandon their identity.

It happened again in rabbinic times. We know that in the second century BCE there were Jews who Hellenised, seeking to become Greek rather than Jewish. There were others who, under Roman rule, sought to become Roman. Some even underwent an operation known as epispasm to reverse the effects of circumcision (in Hebrew they were known as meshukhim) to hide the fact that they were Jews.[1]

The third time was in Spain in the fifteenth century. That is where we find two Bible commentators, R. Isaac Arama and R. Isaac Abarbanel, raising precisely the question we have raised about how the covenant can bind Jews today. The reason they ask it while earlier commentators did not was that in their time – between 1391 and 1492 – there was immense pressure on Spanish Jews to convert to Christianity, and as many as a third may have done so (they were known in Hebrew as the anusim, in Spanish as the conversos, and derogatively as marranos, “swine”). The question “Why stay Jewish?” was real.

The answers given were different at different times. Ezekiel’s answer was blunt: “As I live, declares the Lord God, surely with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm and with wrath poured out I will be king over you.” In other words, Jews might try to escape their destiny but they will fail. Even against their will they would be known as Jews. That, tragically, is what happened during the two great ages of assimilation, fifteenth century Spain and nineteenth and early twentieth century Europe. In both cases, racial antisemitism persisted, and Jews continued to be persecuted.

The sages answered the question mystically. They said, even the souls of Jews not yet born were present at Sinai and ratified the covenant (Exodus Rabbah 28:6). Every Jew, in other words, did give his or her consent in the days of Moses even though they had not yet been born. Demystifying this, perhaps the sages meant that in his or her innermost heart even the most assimilated Jew knew that he or she was still a Jew. That seems to have been the case with figures like Heinrich Heine and Benjamin Disraeli, who lived as Christians but often wrote and thought as Jews.

The fifteenth century Spanish commentators found this answer problematic. As Arama said, we are each of us both body and soul. How then is it sufficient to say that our soul was present at Sinai? How can the soul obligate the body? Of course the soul agrees to the covenant. Spiritually, to be a Jew is a privilege, and you can confer a privilege on someone without their consent. But for the body, the covenant is a burden. It involves all sorts of restrictions on physical pleasures. Therefore if the souls of future generations were present but not their bodies, this would not constitute consent.

Radical Then, Radical Now is my answer to this question. But perhaps there is a simpler one. Not every obligation that binds us is one to which we have freely given our assent. There are obligations that come with birth. The classic example is a crown prince. To be the heir to a throne involves a set of duties and a life of service to others. It is possible to neglect these duties. In extreme circumstances it is even possible for a monarch to abdicate. But no one chooses to be heir to a throne. That is a fate, a destiny, that comes with birth.

The people of whom God himself said, “My child, my firstborn, Israel” (Ex. 4:22) knows itself to be royalty. That may be a privilege. It may be a burden. It may be both. It is a peculiar post-Enlightenment delusion to think that the only significant things about us are those we choose. For the truth is some of the most important facts about us, we did not choose. We did not choose to be born. We did not choose our parents. We did not choose the time and place of our birth. Yet each of these affects who we are and what we are called on to do.

We are part of a story that began long before we were born and will continue long after we are no longer here, and the question for all of us is: will we continue the story? The hopes of a hundred generations of our ancestors rest on our willingness to do so. Deep in our collective memory the words of Moses continue to resonate. “It is not with you alone that I am making this sworn covenant, but with … whoever is not here with us today.” We are part of that story. We can live it. We can abandon it. But it is a choice we cannot avoid and it has immense consequences. The future of the covenant rests with us.
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks
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Not Written In Stone
“(And the L-rd your G-d will circumcise) your heart and the heart of...” (30:6)

Don't you sometimes feel like your life is written in stone? That you can't change? Sometimes we want to go back to a more innocent time, a time when we were pure and our hearts unsullied. But we feel we can't break the mold we're stuck in. We've created a treadmill from past bad decisions, and now we seem doomed to run like a rat round and round, visiting and re-visiting all the mistakes we've ever made.

Hopelessness is the feeling that things are forever written in stone.

When the world came into being, it first existed as primordial matter without form: "Darkness on the face of the deep, and the Divine Presence hovering on the face of the water." The world was then a world of water, the ultimate symbol of matter without form. Water flows where it may, taking any shape at all, waiting for the vessel that holds it to give it shape, to give it true purpose.

There are times when we lose contact with our true purpose. Times when the form that we have made for ourselves is not what the Creator intended. We have become sealed and unresponsive to spiritual reality. In Hebrew this is called tuma, impurity. Impurity means to be cut off from the Source. To be “sealed”. The landscape of that sealed existence is a world of hopelessness.

If only we could return to a world where things were not written in stone, where we could refashion ourselves in the form that the Creator intended for us!

The waters of the mikveh are like an amniotic world where existence has no shape, like a world of formless matter yet to be defined. When we enter the waters of the mikveh we regress to an earlier stage of creation, to that primordial world before definition and form. And in that water we are re-formed, as new.

The word mikveh comes from the same root as the word tikveh — “hope”. The essence of hope is that we are not bounded and trapped by our present reality. Hope says that we can connect to that which is outside and beyond ourselves — to the Source. Every mikveh is like a little sea. The gematria of yam (sea) is 50. The number 50 represents the transcendent. It represents the gateway to that which is “beyond”.

This is the essence of purity, of taharah. Life is not written in stone. Hope tells us that we can return to the world of water to be become purified. This is the essence of hope: That things can be re-made, that we can change ourselves, that we can break the treadmill. The mikveh tells us that we can go back to the world of water, to that world of pure matter. The mikveh tells us that we can regress to a world before form, that we can re-make ourselves and become pure.

The astrological sign of the month of Elul is “Betula” — the Maiden — the essence of purity. Betula is a water sign. The sign of the Hope.

“Your heart and the heart of...”

The first letters of this verse spell “Elul”, the month of teshuva, in which we can return to a state of unsullied purity. And the last letters spell tichatev — “You will be written” — to hint that through teshuva – a return to pristine selves — may we be written and sealed for the good! 
Source: based on the Chiddushei Halev 
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This Season’s Leitmotif: Return!  

Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Hersh Weinreb 
We have all been brought up to believe in the importance of progress. For the past several centuries, the goal of philosophy, religion, culture, and certainly science has been to develop ideas and practices which advance humankind beyond its present state.

Poets have acclaimed the superiority of progress; one of them, Robert Browning, put it this way:

“Progress, man’s distinctive mark alone,

Not God’s, and not the beasts’: God is, they are;

Man partly is, and wholly hopes to be.”

Browning is certainly not the only person who enthusiastically endorsed progress to the point of seeing it as the hallmark of humanity, and as that which sets him apart from and above the animal world, and even distinguishes him from the Almighty Himself.

So forceful has been the emphasis upon progress that any attempt to return to past ideas and methods is almost universally criticized as backward and primitive, and, at the very least, old-fashioned. The antonym for progress, regress, is a word with strong negative connotations. No one wants to be seen as a regressive.

At this time of the year, just before Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, the theme of progress is definitely in the air. We all hope to progress to a better year, to a year of growth and development. Indeed, many synagogues conclude the old year and begin a new one with the refrain, “May this year and its curses be gone, and may a new year with its blessings begin!”

No one seems to wish that the coming year be one of status quo. Certainly, very few hope for a return to the past.

And yet, it is precisely “return” that our Torah promulgates, especially at this time of year.

This week’s Torah portion, Parshat Nitzavim, contains the following passage (Deuteronomy 30:1-10). I provide a literal translation of some of the verbs, in accordance with their Hebrew root:

“When all these things befall you—the blessing and the curse…And you take them to heart [literally, and you return them to your heart]…And you will return to the Lord your God, and you and your children will heed His command…Then the Lord your God will return your captivity…He will return you from all the nations…You will return and again heed the voice of Lord…For the Lord will return to delight in your well-being…Once you return to the Lord your God with all your heart and soul.”

In the space of just several verses, the word “return” appears, in one form or another, at least seven times! It was in the writings of the great Nechama Leibowitz that I first learned the importance of a word that appears repetitiously in the course of a single text. We are to think, she wrote, of such a term as a leitvort, a leading word, a word which gives us a clue and leads us to the deeper meaning of the text at hand.

Even my limited familiarity with the German language was sufficient for me to draw the comparison between leitvort, a word that identifies the theme of an entire passage, and the word leitmotif, which is a thought or melody that pervades a literary work or a musical composition.

The ten days that begin on Rosh Hashanah and conclude on Yom Kippur are known as the Aseret Yemei Teshuvah, which is usually translated as The Ten Days of Repentance. But teshuvah does not really mean repentance, and it certainly does not mean penitence, as it is frequently rendered. Rather, it means return.

The leitmotif of this entire season is the Torah’s call for us to engage in profound introspection and to return to a place which we have lost, forgotten, or abandoned. It is not progress that is demanded of us during the next several weeks; it is, oddly enough, regress.

It can legitimately be asked, return to what? I would like to provide an answer or two to that question, inspired by the book that I find so personally meaningful at this time of year. It is The Lights of Teshuvah, by Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook.

Rav Kook emphasizes that over the course of time, we each develop as individuals, and in that process isolate and alienate ourselves from others, from our families, from the people of Israel. To return means to return from our self-centeredness to the collective, from the prat, or single unit, to the klal, or all-encompassing group. There can be no teshuvah unless the person reconnects with larger components of society. We all, in our heart of hearts, know the ways in which he has cut himself off from significant people in his life, and each of us knows how to reconnect to those individuals.

My experience as a psychotherapist has taught me that there is another destination to which it would pay for us to return. I speak of our childhood. As we mature and develop in life, we grow in many positive directions. But we also move away from our innocence, from our childish enthusiasm, from the hope and sense of potential that characterizes the young, but which older individuals eschew cynically.

People find it very rewarding to, if only in their imaginations, return to their youth and recapture some of the positive qualities that they left behind as they made their adult choices.

Finally, we all need to return the Almighty, to His Torah, and to His Land.

No matter how intense our worship of Him during the past year was, we can return to Him for an even stronger connection.

No matter how studiously we explored His Torah, we can return to even deeper levels of its impenetrable depth.

No matter how loyal our faithfulness to the land of Israel was, we can return to even greater loyalty and more courageous faith.

And no matter what our relationship was with others in our lives, we can draw upon our own inner sources of generosity and compassion and enhance those relationships in a spirit of genuine teshuvah, of returning to those others, and, in the process, to our truer selves.
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“Inspiring the Next Generation”
Nitzavim-Vayeilech 5777-2017
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald  
In parashat Vayeilech, the second of this week’s double parashiot, Nitzavim-Vayeilech, we read, what is to my mind, one of the most remarkable of all the Jewish observances in Jewish life, known as הַקְהֵל —“Hak’hel.”

There are, for sure, many profoundly dramatic moments on the Jewish calendar.

As we stand before the High Holy Days of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, facing the impending judgment of the Heavenly tribunal, we feel the profound majesty of Al-mighty G-d enveloping our very being.

On Passover, we recall, each year, the power and the grandeur of the exodus from Egypt and the splitting of the Red Sea, as we reenact the redemption from Egypt at the seder.

Every week, the Jewish people joyously welcome the Sabbath, in order to better appreciate the Al-mighty’s acts of creation, and savor the benefits of G-d’s greatest gift to humankind, the Sabbath day, the Day of Rest.

And yet, despite these very special moments in Jewish life, it is impossible not to include the little-known ritual of “Hak’hel,” in the pantheon of G-d’s greatest gifts to His people.

In Deuteronomy 31:10, Moses commands the People of Israel to gather together for the special observance of “Hak’hel.” Every seven years, as they celebrate the festival of Sukkot in Jerusalem, the Children of Israel, led by the King of Israel, are to come together to read the Torah for all the people. Deuteronomy 31:12 states,הַקְהֵל אֶת הָעָם הָאֲנָשִׁים וְהַנָּשִׁים וְהַטַּף, וְגֵרְךָ אֲשֶׁר בִּשְׁעָרֶיךָ,  לְמַעַן יִשְׁמְעוּ וּלְמַעַן יִלְמְדוּ וְיָרְאוּ אֶת השׁם אֱ־לֹקֵיכֶם, וְשָׁמְרוּ לַעֲשׂוֹת אֶת כָּל דִּבְרֵי הַתּוֹרָה הַזֹּאת , Gather together the people–-the men, the women, and the small children, and your stranger who is in your cities, so that they will hear and so that they will learn, and they shall fear the L-rd your G-d, and be careful to perform all the words of this Torah.

The ceremony of “Hak’hel,” takes place every seven years, immediately following the year of שְׁמִטָּה —Shemita, the year in which all the farmers allow their lands to lie fallow. During this entire year the land is given an opportunity to regenerate and the bodies and souls of the People of Israel are rejuvenated through physical rest and the study of Torah.

On the festival of Sukkot, during the year that immediately follows the sabbatical year, the king of Israel himself would rise to teach the people Torah. This very special occasion is intended to underscore the primacy of Torah study, by emphasizing that everyone, king, scholar, farmer, women and children, come together to experience this unprecedented educational celebration.

Rashi citing the Talmud Chagiga 3a, explains that the men come to the “Hak’hel” ceremony לִלְמוֹד –“lil’mod,” to study, the women, לִשְׁמֹעַ –“lish’moh’ah,” to hear, and the small children, לְתֵת שָׂכָר לִמֽבִיאֵיהֶם , to give reward to those who bring them.

This traditional interpretation raises questions about the efficacy of Torah education for women. After all, while the men come to “study,” women only come to “listen.”

This issue has been debated in the Talmud by the great scholars over the centuries. The majority of rabbinic opinions maintain that women must learn Torah too, so that they will know how to properly practice the mitzvot. The debate over the requirement to study is really regarding the Oral Code, the Talmudic exegesis of the written Torah. Obviously, without knowing the Oral Code, it would be impossible for the women to fulfill a good part of Jewish observance. Observant Jewish women must have at least an academic mastery of the Rabbinic interpretations of the laws of Shabbat, Kashrut, family purity and many other mitzvot, which comprise a major part of Jewish life.

The unresolved question is whether women must engage in the purely academic, scholarly side of Jewish learning, which does not impact on Jewish living and observance.

I would like to suggest that there is another way of interpreting the words of Rashi when citing the Talmudic tradition stating that the men come לִלְמוֹד , to study, and that the women come, לִשְׁמֹעַ , to listen or to hear.

A most profound educational insight, one that has bearing on the Talmudic citation in Rashi’s commentary, may be derived from the basic statement of faith that Jews recite daily: שְׁמַע יִשְׂרָאֵל, השׁם אֱ־לֹקֵינוּ, השׁם אֶחָד , Listen, O Israel, the L-rd is your G-d, the L-rd is one.

The word, שְׁמַע –“Shemah,” cannot merely mean to “listen.” After all, the “Shemah” is a declaration of intense and deep faith in G-d, and cannot mean to only hear the words, to only mouth the words, or to allow the words to penetrate one ear and go out the other.

“Shemah,” in this case, must mean that every Jew must strive to achieve a deep and profound understanding of G-d, as well as the nature of G-d, leading to total faith in Him.

While the men may come to the “Hak’hel” ceremony to study, to engage in the rigorous back-and-forth arguments about the meaning of the words and the lessons to be derived from the textual nuances, the women are there “lish’moh’ah,” to help derive the deep and profound spiritual messages that are hidden within the texts and the words of the Torah. While the men engage in analyzing the fine points of scholarship, the women discover and uncover the profound messages that lie within the text, and teach them to the men and children. While לִלְמוֹד means to learn, לִשְׁמֹעַ , means to understand, to absorb, to bring the message home and to allow it to penetrate one’s heart and mind, which is, of course, the most effective way of transmitting these teachings to future generations of family and young people.

And, finally, why does the Talmud state that the children are brought “in order to give reward to the parents who bring them”? Because a most profound lesson is conveyed to a child when parents, not caretakers, personally accompany their children to school, deeply affirming the value of education. The joint learning of child and parent has a most intense impact on the child, on the family and on Jewish future.

Like the celebration of “Hak’hel,” the High Holidays of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur afford Jews the world over a unique opportunity to study and to listen together as one united Jewish family. May the experiences of these High Holidays be a source of profound and positive impact on family and nation for the entire year to come, and may the year 5778 be a blessed one for all people.

May you be blessed.
Rabbi Yissocher Frand  

 Teshuva is Cumulative / We Try, Hashem Helps  

“Complete Repentance” In Our Time
The Maharal (as well as other commentaries) asks a famous question: Last week’s parsha (Parshas Ki Savo) contained the terrible Tochacha [Prophetic listing of curses that will befall the Jewish nation if they abandon the Torah].  Parshas Bechukosai, at the end of Sefer VaYikra, also contains a terrible Tochacha.

The end of the Tochacha in Parshas Bechukosai contains a consolation, while the Tochacha at the end of Parshas Ki Savo ends without any consolation. The Torah in Bechukosai writes “And I will remember the covenant with Yaakov…” [Vayikra 26:42].  It ends, so to speak, on a positive note.  The narration in Ki Savo merely ends with the pasuk, “And the L-rd shall bring you back to Egypt in ships…and there you shall sell yourselves to your enemies for bondmen and for bondwomen and no man shall buy you.” [Devorim 28:68] Period!

Why are there words of comfort at the end of the Tochacha in Parshas Bechukosai, but not at the end of the Tochacha in Parshas Ki Savo?  I once said over an insight from Rav Yoshe Ber Soleveitchik, zt”l, that in fact there is consolation to be found at the end of the Tochacha in Parshas Ki Savo as well — except that it comes in Parshas Nitzavim.  The Tochacha in Parshas Bechukosai foreshadows the destruction of the First Bais HaMikdash [Temple] and Galus Bavel [the Babylonian Exile]. Galus Bavel was finite.  It was supposed to last for 70 years and then it ended.  There was light at the end of the tunnel.  It came.  It was scheduled to end at a specific time.  It finished.  Therefore, the consolation in that Tochacha comes right away.

The Tochacha in Parshas Ki Savo foretells the calamities that accompanied the destruction of the Second Bais Hamikdash.  It is now almost two thousand years later and Hashem has still not redeemed us from this destruction.  There is a consolation to this second Tochacha, just like there will be an end to this exile.  However, the consolation is not immediate.  It comes later on — in Parshas Nitzavim.  What is the consolation?  The consolation is “And it shall come to pass, when all these things come upon you, the blessing and the curse, which I have set before you — then you will take it to your heart among all the nations where Hashem, your G-d has dispersed you; and you will return unto Hashem, your G-d, and listen to His voice, according to everything that I command you today, you and your children, with all your heart and all your soul.” [Devorim 30:1-2]  The consolation is that Klal Yisrael will in fact do Teshuva and then the exile will end.

This is what the Rambam writes in Hilchos Teshuva [7:5]:  “All the prophets exhorted regarding Teshuva [repentance] and Israel will only be redeemed through Teshuva.  And the Torah has already promised that in the end, Israel will do Teshuva at the end of their exile and immediately they will be redeemed as it is written ‘And it shall come to pass, when all these things are come upon you… and you will return unto Hashem, your G-d…'”  In a nutshell, Rav Yoshe Baer concluded, the consolation to the Tochacha in Parshas Bechukosai, which was finite, came right away. However, the Tochacha in Parshas Ki Savo, which is indefinite in length, comes eventually. It comes later in our parsha, Parshas Nitzavim, and the consolation is that at the end of days, Klal Yisrael will do Teshuva and then the Geulah will come.

Whenever I study this Rambam, I contemplate the following question. I do not for a moment doubt the Rambam’s words that in the end Israel will do Teshuva, but I have always wondered — how on earth is this going to happen?  When the majority of Klal Yisrael today does not know about Shabbos and does not know about Teshuva and does not know the most basic ideas of Jewish practice or tradition, how is it going to happen that in the end of the exile, suddenly, Klal Yisrael will repent?

How is it going to happen? Can you imagine it?  Even most people today who are somewhat affiliated know almost nothing.  They do not even know that they are doing anything wrong.  What scenario can we envision such that “in the end of days Israel will repent?”

I found somewhat of an answer to this question this year in the sefer Shem m’Shmuel [by Rav Shmuel Borenstein; the second Sochatchover Rebbe 1855-1926], the son of the Avnei Nezer].

On the pasuk in our parsha “v’shav Hashem es Shevuscha v’reechamecha” [the L-rd will return your captivity and have compassion on you] [Devorim 30:3], the Shem m’Shmuel writes… The simple interpretation of the word “shevuscha” comes from the word “shevi” [captives].  The pasuk thus means that the Ribono shel Olam will return our captives and he will gather us from all the nations to which he has dispersed us.

The Targum Yonasan ben Uziel reads the pasuk in an entirely different fashion.  He interprets the word “shevuscha” from the word “Teshuva” [repentance].  The pasuk thus means that the Ribono shel Olam will gather in (i.e. — accept) all our repentances and have mercy on us.  He will gather in all the thoughts of repentance that have been uttered over all the generations.

The Targum Yonasan ben Uziel alludes to a Gemera [Rosh Hashanah 17], which qualifies an expression from the High Holiday liturgy: “ma’avir rishon rishon…” [He removes the first (sin), the first (sin)] and teaches], “However the first (sin) itself is not erased.” The Talmud interprets that when the Heavenly Court weighs our sins against our merits — if they are evenly balanced such that taking away one sin will tip the scales in favor of mitzvos, the Ribono shel Olam does that.

However, the Gemara says, “The sin itself is not erased.” The Almighty does not toss away that aveirah, but rather, He holds it in abeyance.  He puts it in cold storage.  If the time will come when the person will do more sins, the Almighty will say, “Okay, I gave you a chance, but now I am going to add this back onto the pile.”  Thus far, we have been quoting the interpretation of the Gemara.

The Shem m’Shmuel says, “If the Ribono shel Olam holds sins in abeyance for the “right time” (or the “wrong time”) then certainly the Ribono shel Olam puts all the Teshuvas and thoughts about Teshuva that people have done for tens of centuries in cold storage.  This includes Teshuvas that were perhaps not complete and Teshuvas that were perhaps done for the wrong reason and perhaps only preliminary thoughts contemplating a Teshuva which never came to fruition.  The Ribono shel Olam collects all of these and He waits.  He has this entire pile of these less than perfect thoughts and acts of repentance.

The Shem m’Shmuel says that with this concept, he understands how it could be that if a person was a rasha [wicked person] his entire life and then on his deathbed, he has hirhurei teshuva [contemplative thoughts about repentance]; Hashem considers it as if he died as a baal teshuva [one who has repented].

What kind of Teshuva is this?  There is no “acceptance upon oneself to improve in the future” [kabbalah al ha’asid].  He is going to die within hours!  The answer, says the Shem m’Shmuel, is that this person, even though he has been a rasha his entire lifetime, had thoughts of Teshuva.  During his lifetime, these thoughts never came to fruition, but on his deathbed, when he was in fact sincere, the Ribono shel Olam takes all these thoughts of Teshuva that even this person did over his entire lifetime and now He considers it that he dies a Baal Teshuva.

The Shem m’Shmuel says that we can say the same thing about the Tochacha.  The above idea does not only apply to individuals but it applies to all of Klal Yisrael.  The Teshuvah fragments from throughout Klal Yisrael from throughout the thousands of years of exile combine into one “appropriate” Teshuva.  Over the last two millennia, the Almighty has collected all sorts of thoughts about repentance and good intentions to change people’s ways, which taken as a single conglomeration, meets the bill for a “complete and appropriate repentance,” even though until now they had been pushed off to the side and held in abeyance.  This, the Shem m’Shmuel writes, is how “complete repentance” could happen even in our day.

In the final generation, as spiritually weak as we may be, we will only need a little repentance to supplement the vast reserves of “Teshuva” that we have collectively amassed over the millennia.  Therefore, in our generation, in spite of all the people who perhaps do not even know how to do Teshuva, we — who do know how — have it within our power to tip the scales.  We should therefore not give up hope and every single day we should be anxiously awaiting and anticipating the arrival of our righteous Moshiach.

This is an old question — if Moshiach did not come in the days of Rav Chaim Ozer, the Chofetz Chaim, or the Chazon Ish — how can we have the audacity to suggest that he might come in our day?  Nevertheless, at the end of time, we must be exceptionally strong in the belief in his coming “…for my redemption is indeed at hand…” (k’rova yeshuasi lavo [Yeshaya 56:1]).

With this Shem m’Shmuel, we can understand the Rambam that says, “In the end, Israel will do Teshuva at the end of their exile” [Hilchos Teshuva 7:5]. Only a tiny bit of extra Teshuva will be required at the very end.  Those are encouraging words.
The Mogen Avraham Is Not Teaching Us Segulahs

The Mogen Avraham writes “One time a Baal Tokeah could not get a sound out of his shofar so he took the shofar and whispered into the wide end the pasuk ‘May the pleasantness of the L-rd, our G-d, be upon us; our handiwork, establish for us; our handiwork, establish it.’ [Tehillim 90:17]  Suddenly, he was able to blow it again.”  [Orach Chaim Siman 585]

The Tolner Rebbe, shlit”a, asks three questions on this Mogen Avraham:

Why did the Mogen Avraham need to tell us this? The Mogen Avraham is not in the business of telling us miraculous incidents nor is he in the business of teaching us segulos [supernatural Divine aids to accomplish matters]. The Mogen Avraham was so poor that he had no paper and sometimes he even needed to write on the walls of his house. He is clearly not inclined to waste space and precious paper to tell us miraculous incidents. 

What was so special about the pasuk the Baal Tokeah recited? If he wanted to say a pasuk from Tehillim he could have recited “G-d has ascended with the blast; Hashem, with the sound of the shofar” [Tehillim 47:6] or “Blow the shofar at the new moon’s renewal, at the time appointed for our festive day” [Tehillim 81:4]. But what does Tehillim 90:17 have to do with shofar blowing? 

If you cannot get the shofar to blow — into what side of the instrument should one whisper a segulah pasuk? It should obviously be whispered into the narrow side. We blow from the narrow side of the shofar (according to the Levush) based on the pasuk “From the (narrow) straits did I call upon G-d…” [Tehillim 118:5]. Why did the Baal Koreh in this incident whisper into the wide side of the shofar? 

The Tolner Rebbe explains that this Mogen Avraham is not sharing miraculous incidents and he is not teaching us segulahs — he is telling us the basis of Rosh Hashanah.  He is telling us the basis of Teshuva and of life itself.

When was this pasuk of “May the pleasantness of the L-rd, our G-d, be upon us; our handiwork, establish for us; our handiwork, establish it” first said?  It was said by the completion of the Mishkan, by Moshe Rabbeinu.  The Mishkan was an example of a situation where the people had no relationship to construction or artistry or the skills necessary for the many tasks required to complete that project. Based on their own skills and talents, there is no way they could build the Mishkan.  Yet, the Ribono shel Olam took slaves out of Egypt who only knew about working in fields and told them to build a Mishkan.  How are we to understand this unlikely occurrence?

The answer is that the experience of building the Mishkan taught the Jews a fundamental lesson of life.  The lesson is “you need to try.”  Once we do our part, we can hope that the Ribono shel Olam will answer our prayers and bless our efforts with success.  This is the essence of the pasuk, “May the pleasantness of the L-rd, our G-d, be upon us; our handiwork, establish for us; our handiwork, establish it.”

When the Mishkan was completed, the people were not able to erect it.  Moshe Rabbeinu tried. Suddenly he had the merit to erect the Mishkan.  If the Almighty wanted a Mishkan, why did he not just send down a Mishkan as He will do (according to some authorities) with the Third Beis HaMikdash?  The answer is that the Ribono shel Olam is teaching us a lesson — yours is to do.  Give it your best effort — even if the task is seemingly impossible — and I will make it happen.

This is what the Mogen Avraham is trying to tell us. The Baal Tokeah tried to blow.  It did not work.  So he said to the Ribbono shel Olam, “Master of the Universe, You want us to blow shofar on Rosh Hashanah.  It is not happening.  We tried.  ‘May the pleasantness of the L-rd, our G-d, be upon us.’  We made a sincere effort, just as by the Mishkan they made a sincere effort.  Now the rest is up to you.”

This is the reason he whispered the pasuk into the wide side of the shofar.  Out of the straits I call to G-d.  I am supposed to blow from the narrow side of the shofar.  I tried doing that.  It did not work.  Now we need “…G-d answered me with expansiveness” (the end of this same pasuk that begins “Out of the straits I call to G-d…”).  Now it is up to Him.  That is why the Baal Tokeah whispered the pasuk into the wide side of the shofar.

This in fact explains the whole service on Rosh Hashanah. Chazal say that the reason why we blow shofar is to encourage the Almighty to get up, as it were, from the Throne of Judgement (Kissei haDin) and to sit on the Throne of Mercy (Kissei haRachamim).  If G-d wants to be merciful, He can go straight to the Throne of Mercy.  However, that is not how it works. We need to do something.  By blowing the shofar, that is what we do.  We inspire, as it were, the Almighty to get up from the Kissei haDin and move to the Kissei haRachamim.

We are haunted in our arduous task of trying to do Teshuva each year by the thought that all of our efforts in previous years to accomplish this same goal have not always been 100% successful.  But this is the idea with which we must approach it.  We need to do our part.  Maybe this year, HaKadosh Baruch Hu will grant us the Divine Assistance that He has not granted us in the past and we will be able to do it.

This is why the Mogen Avraham told us this incident. It is not to provide a segulah telling us how to get the shofar to sound.  He is teaching us how to approach Rosh Hashanah and how to approach the service of the day.  He is teaching us how to approach the entire task of doing teshuva.  There is a fundamental requirement that we begin by putting our own effort into the task.

This is not only a truth about Rosh Hashanah and the service of the day; this is a truth about life.  There are so many things about life that are overwhelming, raising children not the least of them.  How are we supposed to do it?  It is so hard.  We need to begin by making a sincere effort; then the Ribono shel Olam will help us complete the job.

There is a Medrash in Shir HaShirim that records an incident involving Rav Chanina. Rav Chanina saw people going up to Yerushalayim and he was jealous of them when he saw they were bringing up such beautiful korbanos [sacrifices].  He went out into the forest and found a beautiful rock.  He polished it with love and devotion and he wanted to bring it up to the Bais HaMikdash [Temple] Courtyard, but it was too heavy.  The Medrash says he tried to hire workers and they cited an exorbitant fee.  The Medrash continues that he then turned around and five “people” appeared out of nowhere (but they were not really people; they were angels).  They said, “We will take up the rock for five selaim [a miniscule price] on the condition that you lend us a hand.”  The “people” together with Rav Chanina schlepped the rock up to Yerushalayim.  When they got to the Beis HaMikdash, Rav Chanina turned around and the “people” vanished.

What is the Medrash teaching us? The Medrash is teaching the same lesson.  Sometimes things seem beyond our power.  How are we ever going to be able to do this?  You need to make the effort:  “Providing that you lend a hand.”  If we do that, then hopefully we will merit S’yata D’ishmaya [Help from Heaven] in completing the task:  “May the pleasantness of the L-rd, our G-d, be upon us; our handiwork, establish for us; our handiwork, establish it.”
Transcribed by David Twersky; Jerusalem DavidATwersky@gmail.com
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What does it take?  
In speaking to potential ba’alei teshuvah we often say, just do the mitzvah, just light the candles; the action will begin to suffuse the goodness into your soul.  We know that if one waits for the inner motivation to be good and to do mitzvot… well, sometimes we have a long wait ahead of us!  So, we focus first on the external, on the doing.  In the case of doing mitzvot, this is a good thing.  But in other ways, the emphasis on the “outer” sometimes trips us up.

To the extent we want to be good and decent, to be all the positive things our tradition and our community deem to be worthy, I often think that we expend even more time and energy on appearing to be good.  Indeed, we devote so much time and energy on how our colleagues, neighbors and friends view us that it is a wonder that we have time to devote to our inner selves, to our souls.  Each of us wants our students to think we are the wisest, most knowledgeable teacher; each of us wants our colleagues to think we are the most insightful practitioner; each of us wants our children to respect us as parents and not see us as fallible human beings.  We want our neighbors to see our homes and families as beautiful and serene.

And we bristle whenever anyone notes a flaw in our carefully constructed personas.

So, we build a psychological defense around ourselves to protect our sense of self.  This defense often becomes an arrogance, one based on pride. We find ourselves focused more on the appearance of being good than being good.

How do we protect against this very human, and often self-diminishing dynamic?  Our teachers tell us that it is only by moving through life in a posture of humility. This is particularly true as we begin to approach the Yomim Noraim  when our inherent haughtiness and pride is a particular impediment to our acknowledgement of our frailties, weaknesses and failings.

Humility allows us to go against our natures and accept the criticism (both self-criticism and the criticism of others) that improves us as people and as Jews. But oh how we hate criticism!  And oh how difficult is that humility, that self-effacement, for us!

Our tradition fully understands our need for and our resistance to criticism.  That is why the Talmud teaches that Ezra ordained that we read the tochacha in Vayikra  prior to Shavuot, so we may genuinely accept the Torah, and the tochacha in D’vorim before Rosh Hashanah, so we may effectively do teshuva. 

The first step to teshuva is hakarat ha’chet, the recogni­tion that we sinned. As Dr. Ilana Turetsky notes in referencing Chazal, “One who is humble has an easier time accepting constructive criticism from others and engaging in introspection with the goal of bettering oneself.”  None of us is so self-aware as to be able see our own failings.  We need a perspective from outside ourselves to see us as we are; we need the criticism of others.  

We need the Rabbi’s mussar .  We need the loving observations of our wives and children and friends.  We must hear criticism and then, in humility, do something about it. To truly hear and accept criticism and tochacha, we must possess humility and submissiveness. We must be humble enough to recognize that we all err and we must and can learn how to begin anew. 

Rabbeinu Bachya explains that the Sages compared this recognition to impure earthen vessels which become pure only when they are broken. Man who origi­nates from earth, afar min ha’adamah, is thus likened to an earthen vessel which once it becomes impure cannot regain its purity until it is broken. The broken spirit and soul similarly, regain for man his state of purity. 

It begins with the humility that allows us to realize and accept that we are impure and imperfect; that we have shortcomings and must do teshuva.

The sticking point then is not the need for humility but our understanding of what humility is.  The idea of bringing ourselves “low” runs counter to our very natures, which are focused on self-preservation.  I think it would be helpful to “reframe” and understand anew what humility truly is and then, perhaps, it will be more easily embraced as a posture and a strategy for teshuva.

As Sefer D’vorim closes, God describes Moshe as the most humble man upon the face of the Earth.  At the same time, the Torah is clear that Moshe was as close to God as is humanly possible, he had reached the pinnacle of human experience.

Why, of all the positive traits a person can have – intelligence, kindness, strength, wisdom, charity – was it humility that the Torah drew attention to? We associate humility with weakness and “smallness” and yet here it is clear that its power and importance cannot be overstated.

What gives?  Is humility “big” or “small”?

It would be helpful, as Rabbi Yehonasan Gefen does in “The Guiding Light” (Aish.com) to look at the opposite of humility, to look at arrogance, for insight.  Rabbi Gefen notes that the Talmud, “…describes God’s hatred for the arrogant person - God says that there is no room for Himself and the arrogant person to ‘reside together.’”  Why not?  Because, by definition, the arrogant person believes that he does not need God, that his own talents are sufficient for his success.   The Talmud does not once, for a moment, suggest that the arrogant person does not have talent, not at all.  At issue is whether those talents are “God given” or are sufficient to create a good, successful life.

The person who is humble is just the opposite.  He understands that his talents are, in fact, God-given and that by tapping into gifts and strength of God it is possible to achieve once unimaginable things.  Humility is not a path to “abasement” but a path to greatness.

Dr. Turetsky references some ba’alei mussar when she writes, “…humility does not entail denying one’s actual abilities; rather, humility involves the recognition  that one’s qualities and strengths are an endowment from God and thus be channeled toward serving Him.”

There are some commentators who are troubled by Rav Yosef’s response to the Mishna that, “humility and fear of punishment ceased to exist when Rebbe passed away.”  Rav Yosef said, “remove the word humility because [humility didn’t cease to exist], I am still humble.” [Sotah, 49b]

How, they wonder, can he claim to be so humble?  Doesn’t the claim itself undermine any humility he claims to have?

But it is in Rav Yosef’s response that the truth of humility’s power comes to light.  Authentic humility does not diminish greatness; it does not limit the great gifts, wisdom or insight an individual possesses.  In fact, it glorifies them!  Humility simply recognizes the truth that these wonderful gifts are God-given.  

When we realize that the great things we do and are in life come from God, when we are humble, we can fully embrace our gifts knowing our ability to do teshuva.  For doing teshuva is, essentially, getting ourselves “out of the way” of our greatness and embracing that our greatness is from and for God.
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Nitzavim-Vayelech: Ingredients of Jewish Leadership

A good leader needs to have a compass in his head and a bar of steel in his heart. -Robert Townsend 

Leadership and the struggles around it are an ongoing theme in the Torah. Whether it’s the leadership of a family or of the nation, the Torah reveals to us, the good, the bad and the ugly of those who seek power and those who ultimately wield power. 

One of my favorite phrases in the entire Torah is from the parting words of Moses to his disciple Joshua (and subsequently repeated by God to Joshua). Moses is about to die and Joshua has been appointed to lead the stiff-necked people of Israel into the Promised Land and to conquer the entrenched Canaanite nations. Moses tells him “Chazak Veematz” which can be translated as “be strong and courageous,” or as Rabbi Hirsch translates it “be steadfast and strong.”

Rabbi Hirsch on Deuteronomy 31:7 explains that the ideal Jewish leadership is predicated on a steadfast commitment to the Torah and a resolute determination to enact the principles of the Torah in our lives. In his own words:

“‘Be steadfast and strong;’ this is interpreted in Berakhoth 32b (Babylonian Talmud) as follows: “Be steadfast in keeping the Torah and strong in good deeds”; remain steadfast in looking to the Torah for an understanding of your tasks, and be strong in overcoming any obstacles to the fulfillment of these tasks. Be steadfast in adhering to your principles and be strong in carrying them out: these are the most important qualities required of a leader.”

The Torah is the rulebook of the Jewish people. In order to provide leadership to the Jewish people one must be not only familiar with the rulebook, but embrace it, internalize it and live it, despite the constant struggle and challenges of performing what it asks of us “with all our hearts and all souls.”

May we each be leaders in our own homes and communities.
Shabbat Shalom

Dedication  -  To the candidates of Zehut for their leadership and dedication. 
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Nitzavim: Two Levels of Teshuvah

The Torah portion of Nitzavim is always read before Rosh Hashanah, a fitting time to speak about reflection and repentance. Often we have a strong desire to make changes in our lives. We may want to be better parents, better spouses, and better people. We aspire to greater spirituality in our lives, to devote more time to Torah study, to be more thoughtful in our interpersonal relationships. And yet, circumstances may make such resolutions very difficult to keep. Our goals may seem unattainable, and our personality faults beyond correction. 

National Teshuvah

The Torah describes the national teshuvah (repentence) of the Jewish people as they return to their homeland and their faith: 

“Among the nations where the Lord your God has banished you, you will reflect on the situation. Then you will return up to the Lord your God.... He will gather you from among the nations... and bring you to the land that your ancestors possessed. 

“God will remove the barriers from your hearts... and you will repent and obey God, keeping all of His commandments.... For you will return to the Lord your God with all your heart and soul.” (Deut. 30:1-10) 

Twice, the verse states that “you will return to God.” Is there a purpose to this repetition? A careful reading reveals a slight discrepancy between the two phrases. 

After reflection in the exile, the Jewish people will return to the land of their fathers. Here the text says, “you will return up to God,” using the Hebrew word ‘עד’ ('ad'). 

After returning to the Land of Israel and God removes the barriers of their hearts, they will learn to fully love God and keep His commandments. This time the Torah says, “you will return to God,” using the preposition ‘אל’ ('el'). 

Two Stages of Teshuvah

How are these two types of national return different? What is the difference between 'ad' and 'el'? 

The first teshuvah is the physical return to their homeland, to their language, and to their national essence. This is returning “up to God” — approaching, but not fully attaining. Thus the Torah uses the preposition 'ad,' indicating a state of “up to, but not included in the category” (a Talmudic expression, ‘עד ולא עד בכלל'). This is a genuine yet incomplete repentance, obscured by many veils. 

After this initial return, the Jewish people will merit divine assistance that “will remove the barriers from your hearts.” This will enable the people to achieve the second stage of return, a full, complete teshuvah, all the way “to God.” This is an all-embracing return to God “with all your heart and soul.” 

Thoughts of Teshuvah

It is important to recognize and appreciate these different levels of teshuvah. This lesson is also true on a personal level. We should value even partial efforts to change and improve. The Sages praised even hirhurei teshuvah, the mere desire to improve (Pesikta Rabbati 44). Perhaps we are unable to fulfill our spiritual ambitions to the extent we like. Nonetheless, we should view our desire to change and improve as tools that purify and sanctify, leading us on our way to attaining complete spiritual elevation. 
(Gold from the Land of Israel, pp. 339-341. Adapted from Olat Re’iyah vol. I p. 335; Orot HaTeshuvah 17:2) 
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פרשת נצבים וילך- תשע"ז
Parashas Nitzavim-Vayeilech 
Rabbi L. Scheinbaum
אתם נצבים היום כלכם לפני ד' אלקיכם
You are standing today, all of you, before Hashem, your G-d. (29:9)

We are standing motionless before Hashem. This does not seem right, because it is the time of the year when anxiety and tremors should accompany the chill creeping up our collective spines. Rosh Hashanah, accompanied by its ominous reminder that the future we hope for might, chas v’shalom, Heaven-forbid, be nothing more than hope, is quickly bearing down upon us. Is this a time simply to be “standing”?

Regrettably, there are instances when the debit column of our spiritual spreadsheet is overwhelming. The credit column is embarrassing, paling in comparison with its counterpart. “We should be crying out,” declares Horav Eliyahu Lopian, zl. “Why are we silent? Where is the emotion?” The venerable Mashgiach employs a mashal, parable, to illuminate this anomaly.

“A young sheep that is grabbed by a wolf and dragged away by its legs invariably cries out (or whatever sound a frightened sheep makes). It screams and does everything possible to plead for help. If we see a sheep being dragged away, and the sheep does not utter a sound, it is an indication that the wolf has grabbed it by the throat, obviating its ability to breathe, let alone scream. When an eiver she’ha’neshamah teluyah bo, organ upon which the animal’s life is dependent, is torn, we understand why it does not scream: it is too late.

“The same idea applies with regard to our contemporary times. When our emunah, faith, and bitachon, trust, in Hashem were strong, and the winds of change did not sway us; when our avodas Hashem, service of the Almighty, was on a meaningful and inspirational level, then, when a person would fall prey to the yetzer hora, his hands and his feet – nothing upon which his spiritual life was dependent – were affected. Thus, when the days of Rosh Hashanah neared, they began to shake, to weep, to scream, to plead with Hashem that He overlook their errors and grant them life. Sadly, in our generation ( this was written thirty years ago), our service to Hashem has slacked off so much that it is almost as if the wolf (of the outside world) has grabbed us by the throat and is holding us in a choke hold. We have lost our ability to articulate our needs, because we have lost our understanding of the seriousness of our condition. I think it is more like the fellow who thinks his cough is a cold, when, in fact, it is a grave disease which is robbing him of his life with every passing day. We must wake up before the available treatment, which we are delaying, loses its effectiveness.

been used over and over: “The Admorim (Chassidic Rebbes/and Rabbanim) are guilty for the deaths (during the Holocaust) of many of Europe’s Jews.” This was a reference to the fact that many Jews who asked their spiritual leaders if they should leave Europe were told that it was better to remain together and either live or die as observant Jews. Their fear of the unknown, of the rampant assimilation that has destroyed (and continues to destroy) the Jewish lives and pedigree of a large portion of our People, was the overriding reality which guided their decisions. Nonetheless, they were once again coming at us with the blame game.

The Klausenberger Rebbe feared no man. He asked Eshkol, who, prior to becoming Prime Minister was Finance Minister, “Tell me, if a man gives over his business or finances to an agent to manage for him, how does he ensure that everything is being run properly? From time to time he makes an audit, goes over the books, checks the profits and losses.

“Let us check the audit of our nation. For thousands of years, the nation’s affairs were conducted under the able guidance of our gedolei Yisrael, Torah leaders. The last century – one hundred years – brought about a change in which you eschewed the counsel of the gedolim and replaced it with your own theory and logic. One hundred years is sufficient time after which an audit is appropriate. Let us tally what took place these last one hundred years under your watch.

“Six million Jews were brutally murdered by the Nazis. Stalin murdered three million Jews in Russia. Assimilation in America, Great Britain and France clamed six million Jews. I am not counting the rest of the western countries. Every day, three million Jews in the Holy Land are in spiritual endangerment. All of this occurred during your tenure as leaders. So, tell me, who should really carry the onus of guilt for the last century?”

Levi Eshkol shook his head in apparent defeat. The subject was closed.

In another vignette, the Klausenberger was part of a work detail in a rock quarry. The Nazis felt that backbreaking labor under the most inhumane conditions would break even this staunch, resolute believer. They were wrong. The detail was forced to carry large boulders up and down a hill. During one of the work periods, the workers became soaked when a torrential downpour came down on them, also soaking the ground and rendering it like soft clay. The Nazi commander had no mercy as he made them carry the boulders, even as they slipped on the soaked earth. It was at that moment that another Jewish inmate, from a secular background, turned to the Rebbe and asked, “Can you still say Asher bachar banu mikol ha’amim, ‘Who chose us from amongst the other nations’? Are you still happy to be part of the Chosen People, the treasured nation?”

“More so now than before, I can recite those words with even greater devotion. Now when I say these holy words, I will think of the Nazi fiends and be filled with increased joy that I am not like them,” declared the Rebbe.

In Niflaosecha Asicha, Horav Yitzchak Zilberstein, Shlita, quotes Horav Shlomo Bloch, zl, distinguished talmid, student, of the Chafetz Chaim, zl, who relates the following story. A group of Russian soldiers grabbed ahold of a yeshivah student who was walking from the bais hamedrash to the house where he ate his nightly dinner. The Russian soldiers were comprised of the lowest of the low, people who were uncouth, base, and illiterate. They despised anyone who was different than they were. After beating him to within an inch of his life, they decided to use him for rifle practice. They began shooting, but, no matter how often they shot, they could not hit their mark – the yeshivah student. First, they blamed their failure on the rifle’s deficiency, but, after taking it apart and finding nothing wrong, they decided that a Higher Authority wanted the yeshivah student to continue living.

The entire incident took about a half hour, but, to the yeshivah student, it was an eternity. During that half hour of intense fright, the trauma caused the students hair color to change from black to white! (This is not an uncommon phenomenon.)

The Chafetz Chaim commented, “This is how a Jew should feel on the Day of Judgment, when every living creature passes before Hashem. If his hair does not turn white, it is because he does not have the proper emotion concerning the Yom HaDin, Day of Judgment.”
והשבת אל לבבך... ושבת עד ד' אלקיך
And you will ponder in your heart… and you shall return unto Hashem your G-d. (30:1,2)

When things do not seem to go your way, you see more curse than blessing -- and begin to become anxious. You finally start believing that Heaven might just be conveying a message to you – and you begin to think. Sforno explains the thought process and what should be coursing through your mind: “When you carefully examine and consider the conflicting aspects (of your concepts and actions) and call them all to mind, so as to distinguish truth from falsehood, then you will recognize (realize) how far you have distanced yourself from Hashem in your opinions and behavior which are contrary to His Torah.”

As a result of Klal Yisrael’s experiences in galus, exile, they will, at some point, come to the stark realization that their defection from the Torah has caused their being cursed and oppressed. This will, in turn, result in some serious self-examination. The Torah calls this introspection, the “pondering of the heart,” and Sforno interprets it to be one’s consideration of the inner conflict that wages within him between good and evil/truth and falsehood. Man always attempts to resolve the conflict, although he is not always successful. When man realizes the folly of his ways, he will eventually repent and return to Hashem.

When one focuses on his inner conflict, the ambiguities of his life, he perceives a fresh perspective, which ideally becomes a catalyst for teshuvah/repentance. I would think that one should focus on the clear-cut sins, the overt errors of one’s life – not the conflicts and ambiguities. Horav Henach Leibowitz, zl, observes that the special prayer Al Cheit, which we recite on Yom Kippur, has the following confession: al chet shechatanu lecha b’yodim u’blo yodim; “I confess for the sins of which we are aware (yodim) and those of which we are unaware (lo yodim).” One would normally think that, for the most part, our sins fall under the category of yodim, with the minority being lo yodim, ones that we do not know. Thus, it would make sense that the individual who is determined to repent successfully would focus on those sins that are well-known, that are obvious. Afterwards, he can introspect and continue his search for those covert sins, which may have slipped his mind. Sforno implies an idea entirely different from this hypothesis. He intimates that one must first and foremost focus on his inner conflict and ambiguous, sinful behavior, in order to understand: his vested interests; his proclivities; and his internal struggle between right and wrong, truth and falsehood. Indeed, implicative from his exposition is the notion that the majority of one’s sins are indeed lo yodim. Only after one has come to grips with his internal struggles, his feelings concerning right and wrong, and his reactions based upon his personal proclivities, can he begin to understand the reason that he is distant from Hashem.

To put it in simple terms (I think): It is not necessarily what one does, but rather: why he does it; what provokes him; what his personal failings are, all of which determine his gravitation toward sin. This is a powerful observation, because one is hard-pressed to address sin and the best approach to teshuvah until he is acutely aware of the factors which contribute to his sin.

The Rosh Yeshivah notes a second lesson to be derived from Sforno. It is possible to have a window to peer through at the inner workings of our psyche. Our subconscious (according to Sforno) is not a closed door which is impossible for us to penetrate personally. Even when a person is within the grips of sin, under the influence of passion and uncontrolled desire, he can still introspect and search within himself to understand and reflect upon his tendencies that affect his subconscious. Sforno’s position, however, does not seem to coincide with Shlomo Hamelech’s comment in Mishlei 21:2, Kol derech ish yashar b’einav v’shochein libos Hashem; “A man’s every way is upright in his eyes, but Hashem resides within his heart.” Rabbeinu Yonah explains that a person’s middos, character traits, and his nature are straight in his own eyes. He sees nothing questionable or wrong with himself, because he is unable to see beyond his personal vested interests. How then can a person repair/correct himself, his middos, to make them consistent with Hashem’s demands of us? Hashem helps him. Hashem grants him the help that he needs. He must, however, make use of this assistance. In any event, we see that man cannot do it alone. His middos are stronger than he is. How then are we to understand Sforno?

The Rosh Yeshivah explains that two forms of vested interest are imbedded in our subconscious. Some are buried so deep that we are unable to unearth them without

Hashem, but Hashem is present, and He does help. For others, we are able to do it alone, to introspect and see what it is that is causing us to make the wrong turn – all of the time.
ראה נתתי לפניך היום את החיים ואת הטוב ואת המות ואת הרע... ובחרת בחיים
See – that I have placed before you today the life and the good, and the death and the evil… and you shall choose life. (30:15,19)

Some of us think that once one is born into a frum, observant family and educated in a fine Torah-oriented and conducive environment, it is smooth sailing from there. Well – it is not. The choices exist on a daily --almost constant – basis, and one’s commitment must be made anew – everyday. So says Horav Moshe Feinstein, zl, in his commentary to the above pasuk: “Hayom – today – each and every day of our lives, the yetzer hora, evil-inclination, attempts to lure us with his guile. Just because he was not successful ‘yesterday,’ it does not prevent him from trying again ‘today.’ The concept of hayom is certainly applicable for one who ‘yesterday’ did not triumph over the yetzer hora. He must double his efforts today to succeed in quelling his desire for sin.”

We think that once we have taken the path of frumkeit, traveled the right road and done well, we are literally on cruise control. Observance does not work that way. We must make the correct choice every day. The flipside is obvious. If yesterday was not a “good” day, it does not mean that today has to follow in yesterday’s footsteps. Every new day presents new and greater opportunity for growth – if one is willing to make positive choices.

This is a powerful lesson, but why does it have to be this way? Why should we be relegated to struggle daily to maintain our frumkeit level? Why should our commitment be constantly tested, always in jeopardy of failing? Why should parents live in constant fear that something can go wrong with their “perfect” child? Simply, we could say that this serves as a medium for gaining reward. The greater the pain – the greater the gain. With the increased difficulty comes the greater schar, reward. I think, however, that it goes deeper than that. Specifically because religious observance is a daily struggle, man also has a daily opportunity for return. We live in a time when the challenges to frumkeit, both to ourselves and to our children, are constant. Sadly – tragically – we are not guaranteed that the exemplary Torah education which we have provided our children – ourselves – will suffice. We can hope. We can pray, and we should; when we see the slightest change, we should immediately intervene, but if we do not succeed, we must remember: we always have a tomorrow. Everything has two sides. There is struggle, and there is opportunity. We aspire to succeed in the struggle, so that we never require the alternative - the opportunity.
Parashas Vayeilech

ויקרא משה ליהושע ויאמר אליו לעיני כל ישראל חזק ואמץ כי אתה תבוא את העם הזה אל הארץ
Moshe summoned Yehoshua and said to him before the eyes of all Yisrael, “Be strong and courageous, for you shall come with this People to the Land.” (31:7)
Moshe Rabbeinu summoned Yehoshua in front of all Klal Yisrael in order to build Yehoshua’s esteem. Let everyone see and note that Yehoshua has been designated as Moshe Rabbeinu’s heir and successor. Moshe was the quintessential leader, but taking the people into Eretz Yisrael was not an option that was available to him. Yaan lo he’emantem Bee l’hakdisheini; “Because you did not believe in Me, to sanctify Me” (Bamidbar 20:12): Certainly, Moshe believed in Hashem, but, as the Kli Yakar explains, shelo geramtem l’haamin li, “Because you did not cause others to believe in Me.” Moshe should have realized (explains Kli Yakar) that Klal Yisrael was a multifaceted, complex people which included many geirim, converts, who required constant inspiration. He should have employed every opportunity for increasing their emunah, faith. Otherwise, Hashem would not have taken away Moshe’s leadership. This was a new crowd, however, born-again Jews and Jews by choice, who demanded constant care and sensitivity, with heavy doses of inspiration. Miracles to bolster their faith were necessities. Different souls are drawn to different aspects of Torah and Judaism. A leader must realize that a new generation is not a “one size fits all” generation.

This idea applies as well in contemporary times, when a leader must address the variegated spiritual and emotional needs of a multifaceted crowd of listeners. The leader must be well-grounded, not only in Torah, halachah, hashkafah, Jewish philosophy, but he must also be well-versed in the full panoply of Torah expression – and know how best to convey his knowledge to his listeners. Otherwise, he will have misguided, confused listeners – or worse (might be better than confused), no listeners.

It all begins (and ends) with emunah. One whose faith in Hashem is deficient does not have much of a chance for spiritual survival. The challenges out there are many, and the people seeking to undermine his beliefs are constant. They are equipped with the knowledge that their own misguided beliefs and deviant lifestyle are in vogue only as long as they are able to ensnare others, who are as spiritually crippled as they are. The Lelover Rebbe, Shlita, relates an incident which occurred one hundred and fifty years ago in Yerushalayim, whose lesson resonates even today.

A simple (unlearned) Jew brought his chicken to the shochet, ritual slaughterer, which was soon slaughtered. The man brought the chicken home. As he was cleaning the chicken, he noticed that the chicken was covered with lice. Unsure if this condition would render the chicken unkosher, he returned to the shochet and showed him the chicken. The shochet replied, “So what? Where does it state in the Torah that a chicken may not have lice?” Most would be calmed with this response. Not our “hero”; he wanted another opinion. He sought out a rav who concurred with the shochet: the chicken was kosher. Nonetheless, this Jew was not placated. He wanted to be certain that the chicken was kosher. The gadol hador, preeminent leader of the generation, Horav Yehoshua Leib Diskin, zl, lived in Yerushalayim. He would be the next stop.

Unlike the previous halachic arbiters, the Maharil Diskin (as he was reverently called) instructed the man to locate the chicken’s head and open it up. The man returned to the shochet, located the head, opened it up and found it

to be infested with lice. This meant the chicken’s brain was rotting inside – rendering the chicken unkosher. Rav Yehoshua Leib explained, “All chickens have lice, which they are able to shake off. This chicken obviously was unable to shake off the lice. This led me to believe that the lice were an internal problem. As I suspected, the lice were infested in the brain. The problem was in the chicken’s head.”

The Lelover derives an important lesson from this incident. All people go through life confronted, at times, with various issues and challenges. It is never smooth sailing for anyone. As long as the “head” (the mind) is healthy and aware that everything comes from Hashem, he will be able to shake off all notions of difficulties. If, however, a person’s head is not healthy; if he has deficiencies in his basic emunah in Hashem; if he does not grasp the notion that everything which occurs is orchestrated by Hashem for a reason – then he will find himself in difficult predicaments.

When a person believes that events happen naturally, that Hashem does not play a role in one’s life, then the spiritual lice have invaded his mind. When the mind is, however, securely anchored in its commitment to Hashem, when one knows that whatever occurs in his life is Hashem’s edict, the challenges to his emunah might arise, but he will be able to shake them off.

I close with a selection from the Ohr HaChaim’s commentary to Shemos 22:6, which is especially apropos at this time of year with the Yimei HaDin, Days of Judgment, approaching quickly. He writes: Ein lecha shah v’rega she’ein Hashem Yisborach oseh peulah im ha’adam bein b’bechinas gufo bein b’ebechinas tzarachav; “There is nary a moment that Hashem is not doing something for a person, whether in regard to his physical existence or his mundane needs.” There is never a moment that we are detached from His care and from His surveillance.
ועזבני והפר את בריתי אשר כרתי אתו
And it will forsake Me and annul My covenant that I have sealed with it (31:16).

From their nascency as the “spiritual” heirs to the European and Russian Haskalah, Enlightenment movement, the secular Zionists who undermined the Orthodox Yishuv haYashan, Old Yishuv (settlement in Yerushalayim), continue to lay the blame for every one of our People’s troubles at the doorstep of the Orthodox, Torah-observant Jew. Founded upon misguided principles, and nurtured in hypocrisy and avarice, this movement is Jewish only in name. Insidiously, it has attempted to subvert every achievement of the Orthodox – accomplishments that were gained with blood, sweat and tears. They too sacrificed, but for personal ideals, not Torah values. Nonetheless, the blame game has been their declaration of absolution. Whatever has gone wrong throughout history has always been the fault of the Torah- observant camp. If the secular Zionists were to have their way, the Jewish People would be riding high, feared and respected by the whole world.

I write this as a sequel to the following vignette – not as a rebuttal to their claim, because their claims are so ludicrous and unfounded that they do not warrant any response. The Klausenberger Rebbe, zl, was once visited in Natanya by then Prime Minister Levi Eshkol. During the conversation, Eshkol bared his feelings, employing one of the most inane critiques against the Orthodox, one that has been used over and over: “The Admorim (Chassidic Rebbes/and Rabbanim) are guilty for the deaths (during the Holocaust) of many of Europe’s Jews.” This was a reference to the fact that many Jews who asked their spiritual leaders if they should leave Europe were told that it was better to remain together and either live or die as observant Jews. Their fear of the unknown, of the rampant assimilation that has destroyed (and continues to destroy) the Jewish lives and pedigree of a large portion of our People, was the overriding reality which guided their decisions. Nonetheless, they were once again coming at us with the blame game.

The Klausenberger Rebbe feared no man. He asked Eshkol, who, prior to becoming Prime Minister was Finance Minister, “Tell me, if a man gives over his business or finances to an agent to manage for him, how does he ensure that everything is being run properly? From time to time he makes an audit, goes over the books, checks the profits and losses.

“Let us check the audit of our nation. For thousands of years, the nation’s affairs were conducted under the able guidance of our gedolei Yisrael, Torah leaders. The last century – one hundred years – brought about a change in which you eschewed the counsel of the gedolim and replaced it with your own theory and logic. One hundred years is sufficient time after which an audit is appropriate. Let us tally what took place these last one hundred years under your watch.

“Six million Jews were brutally murdered by the Nazis. Stalin murdered three million Jews in Russia. Assimilation in America, Great Britain and France clamed six million Jews. I am not counting the rest of the western countries. Every day, three million Jews in the Holy Land are in spiritual endangerment. All of this occurred during your tenure as leaders. So, tell me, who should really carry the onus of guilt for the last century?”

Levi Eshkol shook his head in apparent defeat. The subject was closed.

In another vignette, the Klausenberger was part of a work detail in a rock quarry. The Nazis felt that backbreaking labor under the most inhumane conditions would break even this staunch, resolute believer. They were wrong. The detail was forced to carry large boulders up and down a hill. During one of the work periods, the workers became soaked when a torrential downpour came down on them, also soaking the ground and rendering it like soft clay. The Nazi commander had no mercy as he made them carry the boulders, even as they slipped on the soaked earth. It was at that moment that another Jewish inmate, from a secular background, turned to the Rebbe and asked, “Can you still say Asher bachar banu mikol ha’amim, ‘Who chose us from amongst the other nations’? Are you still happy to be part of the Chosen People, the treasured nation?”

“More so now than before, I can recite those words with even greater devotion. Now when I say these holy words, I will think of the Nazi fiends and be filled with increased joy that I am not like them,” declared the Rebbe.
The other inmate looked at the Rebbe incredulously. The Rebbe continued, “I understand that had Hashem not chosen us to be His People, we could revert to becoming as base and as reprehensible as these Nazis. It is far better for me to be an inmate suffering abuse, torture and agony than to be one of them. I would rather be among the victims than one of the murderers!”

There is no grey area. One is either part of the Am ha’Nivchar, or he has the sad potential of plummeting to the nadir of depravity, to the lowest of low.

Va’ani Tefillah

רופא חולי עמו ישראל – Rofei cholei amo Yisrael. Who heals the sick of His nation, Yisrael.

It would seem that non-Jews also become ill and are healed. Does Hashem heal only Jews, while the others are left to the elements, the doctors, to good fortune? Horav Yechezkel Levenstein, zl, applies the notion that, concerning non-Jews, their fate is destiny-related. Whether inscribed in the mazalos, astrological stars, or some other dimension of reality, there is some fate which is almost impossible for the gentile to overcome.

The destiny of the Jew is above teva, nature, and above mazal, zodiac signs. As Hashem cannot be defined, so, too, the destiny of the Jew cannot be defined, because it is directly overseen by Hashem. Thus, when a gentile becomes ill, his cure is under the realm of nature and mazal; if it is his mazal to become well, he will live. Otherwise, he succumbs to nature. The Jew, however, is above mazal and teva. No diagnosis is final. Only Hashem’s word is final. Furthermore, there is Hashgachah Pratis, Divine supervision, which supersedes teva and mazal. Therefore, even with regard to the healing process, the Jew will suffer only what is designated for him by Hashem. It is never the illness or the doctor; it is Hashem. He is our Divine Healer.
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The Performing Kiddush Prior to Tekiyas Shofar Puzzle

Rabbi Yehuda Spitz

Picture, if you will, the hallowed halls of almost any Yeshivah, almost anywhere in the world, on Rosh Hashanah morning. As the strains of Shiras Chanah conclude, followed by the post-Haftarah brachos, there suddenly is a loud bang on the Bimah and the Gabbai calls out “Kiddush!” Most of those assembled take a break for a quick Kiddush and then return for the day’s main Mitzvah - the Tekiyas Shofar, the Blowing of the Shofar. The recitings of ‘Lamnatzeach’ soon reach a crescendo, not unlike a deafening roar, as the congregation eagerly anticipates and prepares for the Shofar Blowing.

Although this is indeed the common custom in almost every Yeshivah, curiously, the idea of making Kiddush and eating prior to the main Mitzvah of the day is considered an anathema to some. In fact, the Matteh Efraim, who is considered the authority on issues relating to the Yomim Nora’im, writes that it is actually prohibited to eat before Tekiyas Shofar, barring if one is weak, and, even only then, a small ‘Te’imah’, tasting of food, in private, is allowed.[1] If so, why do so many make Kiddush[2] and eat before Tekiyas Shofar?

Missing an Action

The notion of not eating prior to the performance of a day’s specific Mitzvah is first mentioned by the Mishnah in Shabbos (Ch. 1: Mishnah 2) regarding doing specific actions, including eating, close to the Zman (time) of Tefillas Minchah, as one might continue his actions and unwittingly miss davening due to his negligence (‘peshia’). The Gemara in Brachos (4b) remarks similarly by Zman Krias Shema of Maariv, as well as before Shacharis (ad loc. 10b). We find that the main codifiers of halachah, the Shulchan Aruch and Rema, additionally invoke this ‘no eating before Mitzvah’ rule by certain Mitzvos, including Bedikas Chometz before Pesach, waving the Arbah Minim on Sukkos, and the reading of the Megillah on Purim.[3]

Hashmatas Hashofar?

Yet, noticeably absent from this list is Tekiyas Shofar. In fact, the Hisorerus Teshuvah and Kaf Hachaim opine that perhaps Tekiyas Shofar’s omission from this list of Mitzvos that one may not eat prior to performing is the reason why many do indeed eat before Shofar blowing.[4] If it is not specifically mentioned, perhaps it is indeed permitted.

On the other hand, several authorities reject such a notion, as there are other important Mitzvos not explicitly listed that should seemingly be included. Moreover, if a Rabbinic Mitzvah such as Megillah reading is included, then certainly, the Biblical Tekiyas Shofar would be as well. They therefore conclude that the rule does indeed apply to all such Mitzvos, and it must be that the Shulchan Aruch only enumerated it several times, as he must have felt no need to spell it out explicitly by every such Mitzvah.[5]

Additionally, although Tekiyas Shofar is peculiarly not mentioned on the ‘no eating before Mitzvah’ list by the Gemara, or later codifiers, it still is expressly mentioned by Chazal - in the Tosefta (Shabbos Ch. 4: 4), and cited lemaaseh by the Mogen Avrohom in Hilchos Megillah (692: 7). In fact many later authorities, including the Beis Meir, Rav Akiva Eiger, the Maharam A”sh, the Beis Yitzchok, the Shaarei Teshuva, Matteh Efraim, Maharsham, Butchatcher Rav, Levushei Mordechai, and Mishnah Berurah (albeit in Hilchos Megillah),[6] all practically rule that indeed this ruling equally applies to Shofar Blowing.

Moreover, it is known that at a time when a cholera epidemic was raging, Rav Akiva Eiger made a Takkanah that everyone should make Kiddush and eat before Mussaf, but only after Tekiyas Shofar.[7] It seems that even in those trying times, he was still reluctant to allow his community to make Kiddush before Shofar Blowing.

If so, why do so many make Kiddush and eat before Tekiyas Shofar? Indeed, this is not a new issue, as we find that both the Sedei Chemed and Katzeh Hamatteh asked this very same question on this minhag of the masses over a hundred years ago.[8]

Yet, we find several solutions given by contemporary authorities to resolve this apparent enigma.

‘Te’imah B’alma’

One approach, that of Rav Tzvi Pesach Frank and Rav Moshe Sternbuch,[9] is that even regarding the Mitzvah of Lulav, which is one of the cases from which the rule concerning Rosh Hashanah is gleaned, although, as mentioned previously, eating is not allowed, nevertheless me’ikar hadin, ‘Te’imah’, tasting, is permitted le’ais hatzorech,in time of need, before the waving of the Lulav.[10] As mentioned previously, the same should hold true on Rosh Hashanah.

There is a well-known halachah that one is not allowed to fast on Rosh Hashanah (barring certain specific circumstances). Although it is a Day of Judgment, and there are opinions of the Gaonim that do permit one to fast, nevertheless the halachah is that Rosh Hashanah is also a festive Yom Tov and we must honor it properly. In fact, the Yerushalmi (Rosh Hashanah Ch. 1: Halachah 3) mentions that we must eat, drink, and be mesamayach on Rosh Hashanah.[11] This includes partaking of fine delicacies, as it is written in the Sefer Nechemiah (Ch. 8: 10) regarding Rosh Hashanah that everyone should “Eat fatty foods and drink sweet drinks…for this day is holy”.

Although several authorities maintain that Rosh Hashanah is different than other Yomim Tovim in one regard, that one may indeed halachically fast until past Chatzos Hayom (Halachic midday) if immersed in prayer,[12] nevertheless, with Tefillos in many Kehillos, and especially Yeshivos, lasting until well past Chatzos, to fast that long would be considered a lack of ‘Oneg Yom Tov’, as well as enough of Tzorech (halachic need) to eat at least something to have strength,; thereby making a ‘Te’imah’ apropos. Accordingly, one with a long davening ahead may make Kiddush and eat before Tekiyas Shofar, as long as it is a quick Kiddush break and not an official Seudah.

According to this understanding, Rav Akiva Eiger’s Takkanah would not contradict this approach, as his directives to avoid the cholera outbreak was to eat a full ‘Seudas Boker’, morning meal, and not just a quick Kiddush. Therefore, he made sure that a full Seudah would be permitted only after the first sets of Tekiyas Shofar.

Might of the Masses

A second approach, given by the Minchas Yitzchok and Tzitz Eliezer, as well as Rav Moshe Sternbuch,[13] explains that the issue with eating before performing a Mitzvah is that one will become preoccupied with his actions and may unwittingly miss out on performing the Mitzvah. This is known as ‘peshia’, negligence. Yet, we find halachic precedent in certain cases, where one may eat prior to performing a Mitzvah, if he is b’rabbim, amongst others doing the same actions.[14] In such a case, where he is part of a crowd eating, we are not worried that he will not actually perform the Mitzvah, as ‘rabbim medachrin haddadi’, the masses will remind each other. In fact, the Mishnah Berurah invokes this rule regarding learning before Maariv, that one may do so if he is davening b’rabbim.

This should apply as well to Tekiyas Shofar. Since everyone making Kiddush together is ‘in the same boat’, they collectively will ascertain that none of them will miss the Shofar Blowing. Ergo, it should be permitted. Accordingly, Rav Akiva Eiger’s Takkanah would not be problematic, as in his case everyone went back to their individual homes to eat a ‘Seudas Boker’, and they would have lost out on this special dispensation of the rabbim.

Additionally, the Tekiyas Shofar is part and parcel (in fact, the main Mitzvah) of the Seder Hayom of Rosh Hashanah, which the Torah refers to as ‘Yom Teruah, The Day of the Shofar Blast’: how is it possible to be negligent and miss it altogether?[15]

An alternate, yet similar solution was posited by the Hisorerus Teshuvah, that ‘Aimas HaDin’, fear of judgment, should be sufficient to overrule potential negligence. That is why, he explains, this issue is not explicitly mentioned regarding Tekiyas Shofar, as opposed to other Mitzvos and other Yomim Tovim.[16][17]

Rav Henkin’s Hora’ah

However, even with the various reasons elucidating this minhag of the masses, we find that many contemporary Gedolim were reluctant to rely on them. It is told that the Chazon Ish would not make Kiddush before Tekiyas Shofar, and neither would his brother-in-law, the Steipler Gaon, even when he was very weak. Similarly, both Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach and Rav Yosef Shalom Elyashiv only allowed a Kiddush dispensation prior to Shofar blowing in cases of ‘tzorech gadol, great need’.[18] This is seconded by Rav Ovadiah Yosef and Rav Mordechai Eliyahu, as ‘the Sefardic minhag is not to eat until after Mussaf.’[19] But the Posek in recent times who was the most vociferous in his opposition to this minhag was Rav Yosef Eliyahu Henkin.

Rav Henkin wrote several responsaon this topic,[20] rejecting all notions and rationales to the contrary, concluding that there is no halachic justification for such a custom, and calling it a “ta’us gamur, complete mistake”; he printed his ruling annually in his authoritative Ezras Torah Calendar. Additionally, it known that he would admonish and exhort anyone who would visit him during Elul that they must not eat before Tekiyas Shofar. It is reported that after Rav Aharon Kotler’s passing, Rav Henkin asked Rav Schneur Kotler, his son and successor as Rosh Yeshivah of Beis Medrash Gavoah in Lakewood, to change the yeshivah’s minhag to not allow Kiddush before Tekiyas Shofar.[21] In fact, this is one of his rulings for which he was most known.

Yeshivishe Tradition

On the other hand, and whichever rationale they are following notwithstanding, what is known is that Yeshivos worldwide have been following the minhag of making Kiddush prior to Tekiyas Shofar for quite a few generations, as this was the definitive common custom throughout Lithuania (Lita), in the great Yeshivos of Kelm, Slabodka, Mir, and Telz, and according to Rav Mordechai Gifter, was the custom of Rav Yisroel Salanter.[22]

To sum up the matter, and although this dilemma is quite complicated, one must ascertain from his knowledgeable halachic authority, as well as taking his personal situation, strength level, and minhag into account, as to what to do on Rosh Hashanah morning.[23]

Postscript: One interesting upshot of this machlokes seems to be the recent proliferation of Vasikin Minyanim on Rosh Hashanah. In this way, it is possible to daven all of Shacharis and Mussaf and still be able to make Kiddush after completing davening but still before Chatzos, as well as gain all the spiritual benefits of ‘Davening Haneitz’.[24] A seemingly excellent way to avoid spiritual conflict on the Day of Judgment, all the while literally fulfilling the Rambam’s famous dictum (Hilchos Teshuvah Ch. 3: 4) of ‘Uru Yesheinim Mi’shnascham, Wake up you slumberers, from your sleep’, for the clarion call of the Shofar.
The author wishes to acknowledge R’ Zvi Ryzman’s excellent treatmentof this topic in Ratz Katzvi (B’Maagalei Hashanah vol. 1: 2) as it contains a wealth of information.
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[1] Matteh Efraim (588: 2). See also Elef Hamagen (ad loc. 20) and Katzeh Hamatteh (ad loc. 4).

[2] Although this author has heard of some (see Minhag Yisroel Torah, Orach Chaim 585: 3) who eat without making Kiddush prior to Tekiyas Shofar, as they maintain that they are following the shittah of the Rashal (cited by the Ateres Zekeinim Orach Chaim 89: 3, Prishah ad loc. 6, and Ba’er Heitiv ad loc. 12), Ikrei HaDa”t (Ikrei Dinim 13: 3) and Maharsham (Daas Torah, Orach Chaim 286: 3), who hold that there is no Chiyuv of Kiddush before Mussaf [see alsoZichron Yehuda (pg. 42b s.v. amar; new print pg. 97: 196) citing that the Maharam Ash invoked this to allow drinking (but not eating) before Tekiyas Shofar], nevertheless, it seems that the general halachic consensus follows those who hold Kiddush is already mandated after Shacharis. See Bach (Orach Chaim 286), Mogein Avrohom (ad loc. 1), Elyah Rabbah (ad loc. 9), Shulchan Aruch Harav (ad loc. 4), Rav Akiva Eiger (Psakim V’Takanos Rav Akiva Eiger 20), Chasam Sofer (Shu”t Yoreh Deah 7: 2), Matteh Efraim (585: 2), Beis Yitzchok (Shu”t Yoreh Deah, Kuntress Acharon to Orach Chaim 18), Mishnah Berurah (286: 7), Shu”t Shevet Halevi (vol. 4: 54: 3), Sha’arim Metzuyanim B’Halachah (129: 26 s.v. u’mi), and Yalkut Yosef (Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 585: 11). Therefore, it seems that lema’aseh, if one will eat before Tekiyas Shofar, even a ‘Te’imah’, it is preferable that he make Kiddush first.

[3] Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 232: 2; 235: 2; 431: 2; 652: 2) and Rema (692: 4; citing the Terumas Hadeshen 109, that certainly Mikra Megillah would share the same status as Tefillah in this aspect, that one may not sit down to a Seudah before its recital. Although regarding eating prior to the waving the Arbah Minim on Sukkos is cited in the Gemara (Sukkah 38a), there it refers to the need to stop eating when the Arbah Minim become available, but does not explicitly mention that it is outright assur to eat before waving. Yet, the Shulchan Aruch gleans from the Gemara, and rules accordingly, that achilah is indeed assur prior to the na’anuim. The Rokeach (353; cited in Shu”t Ba’er Sarim vol. 1: 45, 3) explains that (aside for issues of possible peshia) not eating prior to performing Mitzvos shows how beloved these Mitzvos are to us.

[4] Kaf Hachaim (Orach Chaim 585: 26). A similar assessment is given by the Hisorerus Teshuva (Shu”t vol. 1: 225; new print Orach Chaim 374), but offers different solutions (see next footnote and footnote 15). However, it must be noted that the Kaf Hachaim only invokes such a hetter for one who is “tash ko’ach v’aino yachol lihiyos b’taanis ad tzais Beis Haknesses”, and only for ‘achilas araei’. In fact, in Orach Chaim 588: 11 he actually only cites the Matteh Efraim’s shittah lemaaseh, with a note to see what he wrote previously (Orach Chaim 585: 26) as a possible leniency.

[5] See Shu”t Sheilas Ya’avetz (vol. 1: 40 s.v. mikol makom) and Moadei HaGra”ch (417, pg. 191) who understand the Shulchan Aruch’s omissions this way, as do the many poskim who rule stringently here (see next footnote). On the other hand, for an opposing view, see Shu”t Hisorerus Teshuva (new print ibid.) who compiles the original responses given to his difficulty with why the klal is not explicitly mentioned by Tekiyas Shofar [as his letter was originally published in Kovetz Tel Talpiyos (Cheshvan 5661, Machberes 9, Mischtav 3: 18) and Kovetz Vayilaket Yosef (5661, 3rd Year, Kuntress 2: 10) and several responses were given including the Mogen Avrohom’s citing of the Tosefta] and rejects them, as why would the Magen Avrohom not cite the Tosefta in Hilchos Shofar, but rather only in Hilchos Lulav? Additionally, he mentions that other poskim invoke this klal by other Mitzvos, including the Mogen Avrohom regarding Ner Chanukah (Orach Chaim 672: 5) and Nachalas Tzvi regarding Bris Milah (Yoreh Deah 262: 1). In his opinion, all of this proves that the opposite is true - that said prohibition should not technically apply by Tekiyas Shofar.

[6] Beis Meir (beg. Orach Chaim 652), Rav Akiva Eiger (Haghos R’ Akiva Eiger to Ateres Zekeinim, Orach Chaim 589: 3 and Psakim V’Takanos Rav Akiva Eiger 20), Maharam A”sh (cited in Zichron Yehuda pg. 42b s.v. amar; new print pg. 97: 196), the Beis Yitzchok (Shu”t Yoreh Deah, Kuntress Acharon to Orach Chaim 18), the Shaarei Teshuva (Orach Chaim 584: end 3), Matteh Efraim (588: 2), Maharsham (Shu”t vol. 1: 1 s.v. uv’ikar), Butchatcher Rav (Orach Chaim 589: 3), Levushei Mordechai (Shu”t Orach Chaim, Mahadura Kamma end 65 s.v. um”sh), and Mishnah Berurah (692: 15). Furthermore, from the lashon of the sheilah and teshuvah of the Shevus Yaakov (Shu”t vol. 1: 28) it seems that he held that there was no hetter to eat prior to Tekiyas Shofar. As an aside, this understanding was actually predated by the Ritva and the Rashba (Sukkah 38a s.v. uriminhu), who seems to be the only Rishonim who explicitly mention that this din would apply to Shofar as well.

[7] Psakim V’Takanos Rav Akiva Eiger (20; cited in full in Shu”t Tzitz Eliezer vol. 20: 23). It seems that Rav Eiger was of the opinion that it is preferable to make Kiddush (obviously B’shaas Hadchak) between Tekiyos D’Meyushav and Tekiyos D’Me’umad than before the Tekiyos, even though that technically it is forbidden to make a hefsek between them [see Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 592: 3) based on the Rif (Rosh Hashanah 11a of his folios), Rosh (ad loc. Ch. 4: 12; quoting the ‘Reish Mesivta’) and Rambam (Hilchos Shofar Ch. 3: 11)]. This is an opinion shared by several later authorities including the Butchatcher Rav (Eishel Avrohom, Orach Chaim 589: 3), Rav Yosef Eliyahu Henkin (Teshuvos Ibra 39: 1 and 2 and in his posthumously published Shu”t Gevuros Eliyahu vol. 1: 158 and 159), and Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Halichos Shlomo, Moadim vol. 1, Rosh Hashanah Ch. 2; 1 -3; however, he would only use this hetter when extremely weak, on the second day, and with hearing the Brachos of Shofar again in a different, somewhat later minyan).

[8] Sdei Chemed (Ma’areches Rosh Hashanah 2: 31; cited in Nishmas Avrohom vol. 1 - Orach Chaim 585: 1), and Katzeh Hamatteh (588: 4). However, they come to vastly different conclusions. The Sdei Chemed, after seeing a Gadol - a certain Rav Shimshon, allowing Kiddush prior to Tekiyas Shofar, concludes that ‘these Ashkenazim’ must have what to rely upon and apparently this is a justifiable minhag. On the other hand, and quite conversely, the Katzeh Hamatteh concludes “ain lahem al mah sheyismachu… v‘raui v’nachon levattel minhag zeh”. Other authorities who wrote that they cannot comprehend the common minhag of eating before Tekiyas Shofar include the Maharam Ash (cited in Zichron Yehuda pg. 42b s.v. amar; new print pg. 97: 196) and the Levushei Mordechai (Shu”t Orach Chaim, Mahadura Kamma end 65 s.v. um”sh)

[9] Mikra’ei Kodesh (Yamim Nora’im 29), Moadim U’Zmanim (vol. 1: 4 s.v. amnam and v’ha’ikar), and Shu”t Teshuvos V’Hanhagos (vol. 5: 179). Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Halichos Shlomo ibid.) and the Tzitz Eliezer (Shu”t vol. 7: 32) also cite this as a justification for the common minhag.

[10] See Mogen Avrohom (652: 4), Bikkurei Yaakov (ad loc. 5), Chayei Adam (vol. 2, 148: 16), Matteh Efraim (651 - 659: 10 and 588: 2), Erech Shai (ad loc.), Kitzur Shulchan Aruch (137: 5), Aruch Hashulchan (Orach Chaim 652: 5; he adds that since the Rif and Rambam both unexplainably skip this halachah, “ain lehachmir bazeh harbeh”), Mishnah Berurah (652: 7; who adds that one should only be meikel “l’tzorech gadol”), and Shu”t Yabia Omer (vol. 5, Orach Chaim 22 s.v. mikol; who proves that most Acharonim are indeed mattir ‘Tei’mah’ me’ikar hadin prior to the Mitzvos of Lulav and Shofar). Although several authorities are actually machmir with even ‘Tei’mah’ before waving the Arbah Minim [as the Mogein Avraham was undecided, and the Elyah Rabbah (ad loc. 5) ruled to be machmir, as did the Maharam Ash (Zichron Yehuda ibid.) and Beis Yitzchok (ibid.; who was even machmir regarding drinking - unless one is extremely weak), and the Besamim Rosh (Shu”t 74) wrote very strongly against even ‘Te’imah’ prior to Lulav, although acceding that me’ikar hadin it is muttar], nevertheless, Rav Yaakov Emden (Shu”t Sheilas Ya’avetz ibid.) writes that for all of these Mitzvos, not partaking of a ‘Te’imah’ beforehand is an inyan of ‘Zerizus’, not an actual issur, and only applicable for those who are able to. He adds that if someone is weak, it is not even Middas Chassidus to abstain from a ‘Te’imah’, and especially if not doing so he will not be able to daven and learn properly. It is important to note that even regarding Lulav, the poskim hold that one need only wait until Chatzos to eat if a Lulav is unavailable (Orach Chaim 652). See also Shaarei Teshuva (Orach Chaim 584: end 3) who explicitly makes this Chatzos comparison to Tekiyas Shofar. Additionally, the Chasam Sofer (Shu”t Yoreh Deah 7: 2) famously ruled for a Chazzan who was weak and needed to eat, that he should make Kiddush before Tekiyas Shofar.

[11] See Tur / Shulchan Aruch and Mishnah Berurah (Orach Chaim 597: 1), Chayei Adam (vol. 2, 139: 11), Shu”t Sha’agas Aryeh (101), Shu”t Chasam Sofer (Orach Chaim 168), and mv”r Rav Yosef Yitzchok Lerner’s excellent, award-winning Shemiras HaGuf V’Hanefesh (vol. 2: Ch. 137) at length. Although there are shittos in the Gaonim that one may fast on Rosh Hashanah [see Mordechai (Rosh Hashana Ch. 1: 708 at length, and Yoma Ch.1: 723), Rosh (at the very end of Maseches Rosh Hashanah), Terumas Hadeshen (Shu”t 278), and Beis Yosef (Orach Chaim 597)], this is not the normative halachah. In fact, the Yerushalmi mentions that we must eat, drink, and be mesamayach on Rosh Hashanah. See also the Rogatchover Gaon’s Shu”t Tzafnas Pane’ach (in the Divrei Torah between volumes 2 & 3) for a fascinating and deep hesber to answer up the shittos of those Gaonim who maintain that one may indeed fast on Rosh Hashanah. This was addressed in a previous article titled “(Not) To Eat Fish on Rosh Hashana’.

[12] “Tefillos, Tekiyos, U’Piyutim”. See Ateres Zekeinim (Orach Chaim 597: 1), Matteh Efraim (ad loc. 2), and Mishnah Berurah (ad loc. 2). This is also implied by the Rema (Orach Chaim 584: 1), citing the Maharil (Seder Mussaf shel Rosh Hashanah).

[13] Shu”t Minchas Yitzchok (vol. 5: 101, 1), Shu”t Tzitz Eliezer (vol. 6: 67, 2; see also vol. 8: 21; vol. 20: 23), Moadim U’Zmanim (vol. 1: 4 s.v. v’haikar nireh), and Shu”t Teshuvos V’Hanhagos (vol. 4: 137). However, the Minchos Yitzchok concedes that it is proper that Kiddush should be made b’tzinah.

[14] See Mogen Avrohom (Orach Chaim 232: 8) citing the Mahari Weil (Hilchos Pesach), Machatzis Hashekel (ad loc. s.v. aval), Pri Megadim (Eishel Avrohom ad loc.), Aruch Hashulchan (ad loc. 16; ‘u’b’vaday sevara gedolah hi’), and Mishnah Berurah (668: end 16 s.v. mah). Although there the Mishnah Berurah seems to imply that such a hetter is merely a limud zechus, nevertheless, in Shaar Hatziyun (235: 19), he explicitly invokes this klal lechatchilah regarding davening Maariv b’tzibbur (and in 232: 11 he heavily implies that eating and learning before davening should have the same din). Thanks are due to Rav Aryeh Zilberstein for pointing this important Shaar Hatziyun out to this author.

[15] Moadim U’Zmanim (vol. 1: 4 s.v. v’nireh ode), quoting precedent from Tosafos (Sukkah 38a s.v. mafsikim) regarding stopping a seudah for Kiddush Hayom, and the Mishnah Berurah (652: end 7), citing the Chasam Sofer (Haghos Chasam Sofer ad loc. s.v. b’MG”A), regarding eating before waving the Lulav if going somewhere where it is certain to be available. Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Tikunim U’Miluim to Shemiras Shabbos Kehilchasah, vol. 2 Ch. 52: 52; cited in Ratz Katzvi, B’Maagalei Hashanah vol. 1, 2: 12) cites similarly regarding those who break for Kiddush on Rosh Hashanah and Simchas Torah, that they are being somech ‘sheyeish zman kavua letefillah’.

[16] Shu”t Hisorerus Teshuvah (ibid.). He adds another possible reason, explaining that in the times of the Beis Hamikdash, Beis Din would wait for witnesses of the New Moon to proclaim Rosh Hashanah (as the first day of Rosh Hashanah is always Rosh Chodesh Tishrei). Only after Rosh Chodesh was proclaimed would they blow the Shofar. Therefore, on the expected date, until the witnesses would arrive they would keep the Yom Tov m’safek. That means they would have had a safek if they are allowed to eat. If it is Yom Tov, they have a Chiyuv Seudah. But, on the other hand, they cannot blow the Shofar until the day is definitively proclaimed as Rosh Hashanah. Is it possible that all of Klal Yisroel fasted on a day that most likely would have been a Yom Tov? Certainly not! Therefore, he concludes that it must be that Chazal were never gozer against eating before Tekiyas Shofar, and this is another reason why the masses make Kiddush prior to Shofar blowing.

[17] An additional theory posited by R’ Zvi Ryzman in his Ratz Katzvi (B’Maagalei Hashanah vol. 1, 2: 13) is based on the Sfas Emes (Rosh Hashanah 649 s.v. R”H), who famously maintains that Tekiyas Shofar is essentially considered an actual Tefillah [he is also medayek it from Rashi (Rosh Hashanah 26b s.v. kimah)]. Therefore once one starts davening, the Shofar blowing should be considered part of his davening, not a new Mitzvah, quite unlike the other Mitzvos listed with the eating restriction. Therefore, once one is osek b’Mitzvah (in this caseTefillah), he should no longer be choshesh for potential negligence while he is still in the midst of performing it.

[18] Chazon Ish (cited in Mo’adim U’Zmanim ibid. s.v. v’shamaati; but he writes that the Chazon Ish was choshesh for a different reason - that the Kohanim would no longer be halachically allowed to Duchen after eating and drinking and did not want to miss the zechus of Birchas Kohanim on the Yom HaDin; see also Chut Shani, Rosh Hashanah 584), Steipler Gaon (cited in Orchos Rabbeinu vol. 2, pg. 181; new print vol. 2, pg. 225: 1), Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Halichos Shlomo ibid.), and Rav Yosef Shalom Elyashiv (Kovetz Teshuvos vol. 3: 89 and Ashrei HaIsh, Orach Chaim vol. 3, pg. 97: 180.

[19] See Sdei Chemed (Ma’areches Rosh Hashanah ibid.), Shu”t Shemesh U’Magein (vol. 3: 23 and 57, 4), Chazon Ovadiah (Rosh Hashanah pg. 112 s.v. u’mah), Darchei Halachah glosses to the Kitzur Shulchan Aruch (129: 28; ‘only a zakein or choleh’), and Yalkut Yosef (Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 584: 10 and 11).

[20] Kovetz Hapardes (Year 44, Choveres 1), Kovetz Noam (vol. 16, pg. 111), Lev Ibra (pg. 48), Teshuvos Ibra (33: 1 and 2), in his annual Ezras Torah Luach (Rosh Hashanah), and in his posthumously published Shu”t Gevuros Eliyahu (Orach Chaim 158, 159, and 160). Other contemporary poskim who concur that one may not eat before Tekiyas Shofar include the Shaarim Metzuyanim B’Halachah (‘u’mi she’aino chalash assur al pi hadin le’echol kodem shkiyam Mitzvas Shofar’), and the Ba’er Sarim (Shu”t vol. 1: 45).

[21] These anecdotes highlighting the strength of Rav Henkin’s opposition to making Kiddush before Tekiyas Shofar are cited in Yeshurun (vol. 20, pg. 160, footnote 148), in an article by his great-grandson Rabbi Eitam Henkin. See also Shu”t Bnei Banim (vol. 1: 14 and 15 and vol. 2, pg. 233 s.v. n.b.) from Rav Henkin’s grandson, Rav Yehuda Hertzl Henkin.

[22] See Rav Gifter’s letter to Rav Henkin (printed in Shu”t Gevuros Eliyahu, Orach Chaim 160), asking him to retract his position, or at least lessen the strength of his opposition due to this mesorah [Rav Henkin categorically refused; see his answer ad loc.], as well as Shu”t Teshuvos V’Hanhagos (vol. 5: 179). This minhag of Kiddush prior to Shofar Blowing is referred to as ‘minhag Bnei Yeshivos’ by many contemporary poskim in their respective responae. See also Moadei HaGra”ch (416; pg. 190; see also Doleh U’Mashkeh pg. 215) where Rav Chaim Kanievsky replied simply ‘yesh makilin’.

[23] It is important to note that this whole debate is regarding men who have an actual Chiyuv of Tekiyas Shofar M’deoraysa. Women, on the other hand, who are technically patur as it is a Mitzvas Asei Shehazman Geramma (see Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 589: 3; based on the Mishnah in Kiddushin 29a), do not need to wait for Tekiyas Shofar to eat on Rosh Hashanah, especially if it is hard for them to do so. See Chayei Adam (vol. 2: 141: end 7), Orchos Chaim (Orach Chaim 589: 3), Eishel Avrohom (Butchatch, Orach Chaim 589: 3), and Kitzur Shulchan Aruch (129: end 19).

[24] See Gemara Brachos 9b, that one who is ‘somech Geulah L’Tefillah im haneitz’ will not get harmed the entire day. Additionally, due to the issue of sleeping on Rosh Hashanah [see Rema (end Orach Chaim 584: 2, citing a Yerushalmi (that we currently do not have); and main commentaries ad loc, including the Chayei Adam (vol. 2: 139: 11), Matteh Efraim (598: 1), and Mishnah Berurah (583: 9)], several authorities, including the Matteh Efraim (584: 1), and Ben Ish Chai (Year 1 Parshas Nitzavim 11), maintain that it is therefore preferable to arise before daybreak on Rosh Hashanah. [For an alternate view, see Halichos Shlomo (Moadim vol. 1, Rosh Hashanah Ch. 1: 23).] For more on the topic of the permissibility of sleeping on Rosh Hashanah, see Rabbi Eliezer Brodt’s excellent ma’marim in Kovetz Ohr Yisroel (vol. 29; 5763) and Yeshurun (vol. 11; 5763).

Disclaimer: This is not a comprehensive guide, rather a brief summary to raise awareness of the issues. In any real case one should ask a competent Halachic authority. 

L'iluy Nishmas the Rosh HaYeshiva - Rav Chonoh Menachem Mendel ben R' Yechezkel Shraga, Rav Yaakov Yeshaya ben R' Boruch Yehuda, and l'zchus for Shira Yaffa bas Rochel Miriam and her children for a yeshua teikef u'miyad!
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