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Tradition vs. Kabbala

Many years ago when I was in kollel T asked R' Sholom
Schwadron a question about the mechanics of Divine providence
that was then bothering me. He replied by asking me how old I
was. (I believe I was around 28 at the time.) He told me to wait
until I was 40 before worrying about my problem.

Well 40 is now a distant, fading memory and I've been thinking
about R' Schwadron's comment. I'm sure he could have quickly
offered me one or two approaches from among the rishonim who
discuss the problem. But instead he felt it was a topic I should
simply avoid for the time being. For the record, I ignored his
wise advice and continued to dig into relevant sources. And for
that same record, those efforts didn't get me anywhere
particularly useful.

I now suspect that the reason R' Schwadron didn't give me a
clear and satisfying answer to my problem was because there is
no clear and satisfying answer. Some topics resist clarity by their
very nature. What one particular rishon might describe as
obvious will be forcefully rejected by a handful of others.
Something most or even all rishonim agreed to might be
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strangely ignored in the writings of many mainstream
acharonim. And there are nearly always significant outliers from
every era who felt free to head off all by themselves in entirely
new directions. The intellectual history of Torah scholarship is
not a tidy place.

28-year-olds might be bothered by this ambiguity and become
disoriented when they can't find easy answers for all their
questions. But that doesn't mean the ambiguity isn't there.
Dealing intelligently with ambiguity requires, as the very least,
information. And information is what I plan to provide here.

In these essays I'm going to explore a fairly well-defined set of
minhagim and the beliefs that have driven them. These particular
minhagim, by and large, originated between the 16th and 18th
Centuries and have since spread to nearly all corners of the
Orthodox world.

This brief quotation from the introduction to nini7 1w 150
nMan (written by the author’s son), is a powerful illustration:

NINA NNDI NND 0Nl LI70Un 0T AN WTNY NI WTN AT AR
D'wTINN 02T

See how new this is: that he (the book’s author, Rabbi
Yeshaya Horowitz) innovated many laws from his own
logic, and there are many, many hundreds of such
innovated laws.

Bear in mind that Rabbi Horowitz’ work is indeed the primary
source of many recent innovations, including o111 nnn before
Rosh Hashana, listening to 100 Shofar ni71j7 on Rosh Hashana,
and all-night learning on Shavuos.

They may be widely adopted now but, at their birth, innovations
often attracted significant rabbinic opposition. In many cases
they represent violent changes to the way we look at our
relationship to our Torah and its Giver.

I'm going to try to imagine a Judaism without some or all of
those minhagim. But for many reasons it's not my goal to
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suppress their practice. After all:

+ How can I be sure those minhagim are objectively
wrong?

«  Who gave me the authority to advocate for changing
accepted minhagim?

+ Considering how few people would listen to me, what
would be the point?

« Even if my analyses were correct and I did somehow
influence others, how can I know that my efforts
wouldn't lead to dangerous unintended consequences?

Instead, I would like to map out the status of some contemporary
Torah attitudes and practices so I can understand where
individual minhagim came from and where there might be
conflicts with my mesorah and approach. You certainly don't
have to share all of my assumptions, but following me as I work
through the process might help you assess your own position.

The Importance of Minhagim

One thing I most certainly do not recommend is casually
changing existing minhagim. R' Moshe Feinstein ("0 1"n n"Ix
72) famously wondered how the early chassidim had the right to
create Nusach Sfard. The precise halachic status of specific
minhagim is, at the very least, unclear, and they shouldn't be
treated disrespectfully. Just as it's normally forbidden to abandon
a valid minhag, all things being equal, it should be equally
problematic to create new ones.

There are exceptions of course. A minhag based on a judgment
error can be ignored (‘w1 NN~ '~ N"NT 'OIN .1 D'NDY), as can
a new minhag that's 1v'7 N'xm on earlier generations (7"1" v"iw
T i7"0 naIwn 'nno 1"M).

But I believe that there's another compelling reason for being
careful with minhagim. The way you'll come to integrate G-d
into your daily life and exercise your moral responsibilities will,
to a large degree, depend on the minhagim you keep. Simply put,
they're going to play a significant rule in defining the way we
learn Torah and perform mitzvos.
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This is something you really want to get right. And "getting it
right" will involve making sure that your minhagim are a good
match with your Torah identity. Running around looking for red
bendle-type segulos won't work well if, like me, you're a
Hirschian. And I suppose avoiding most music because we're
mourning the destruction of the mikdash might not work well if
you live in an active chassidic community.

What’s at Stake?

I wrote earlier about a "well-defined set of minhagim and the
beliefs that have driven them." Specifically, I'm referring to the
explosion of innovation in Jewish practice that followed the
introduction and popularization of the Tzfas school of kabbala. I
might be wrong, but I can't help thinking that a Jew from the
year 1600, miraculously transported to a thriving Torah
community in 2020, would wonder whether he was still among
Jews. Everything would look, sound, and feel so different.

Let's spend a few moments talking about how that happened and
what it involves.

How it Began

The watershed event marking the beginning of the revolution
was arguably the popularization of the Ari's systematic
reinterpretation of the Zohar. The Ari and his followers focused
enormous energy on building a conceptual schematic design
mapping the process of creation (in particular "tzimtzum") and
the ways heaven and earth come to influence each other. But the
initial goal was to change the way we think about interacting
with G-d, most specifically through the act of tefila.

As T describe later in "How Modern Kabbalists Would Have Us
Pray," the Tzfas ideology divides what we've traditionally
described as "G-d" into multiple parts ("partzufim," "sefiros,"
etc) and claims, as the Ari himself wrote, that most of those parts
- in particular "Ain Sof" - are indifferent to and unaware of our
prayers and that Jews should pray only to the partzuf Zehr
Anpin.
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I note in that essay how alien all this is to someone influenced by
the Rambam (and other rishonim). In "Between Frankfurt and
Tzfas," I also show how great Torah leaders like R' Hirsch
vigorously resisted these interpretations. It should also be noted
that, over the last century or two, responsible mainstream
kabbalists like the Leshem (see Sefer Hadeah Section 1, Drush 5,
Siman 7) worked to actively suppress at least some of those
ideas while remaining loyal to the general terms of the Ari's
system.

Paying attention to the shape of the modern siddur and
researching the origins of much of its structure will give you a
sense of how much came to exist only over the past few
centuries. Think about Kabbalas Shabbos. Or about some other
innovations that come from far darker sources. My feeling is that
nearly all of the change can be traced, in one way or the other, to
the hills and narrow streets of Tzfas.

The Fault Line

Here’s an excellent illustration of the distance between modern
kabbalists and traditional halacha.

Saying the words “Kel melech na’aman” before Keriyas Shema
when davening alone is promoted in every single siddur I
remember seeing. That’s not to say it’s a widespread custom: by
definition, it’s not something that people do in public, so it’s kind
of hard to track. But it’s certainly the minhag among publishers
to push for it in their siddurim.

And yet according to the Tur (O.C. 61), one encounters three
serious halachic problems - including a full-on Torah prohibition
- each time one takes the siddur’s advice. Fascinatingly,
kabbalistically-oriented halachic authorities acknowledge the
problems but, without even attempting to address them, promote
the custom.

Here are the basics:

The Tur, quoting n”"nn (Rabbi Meir ben Todros HaLevi
12



Abulafia), sharply discourages adding those three words. For one
thing, it’s a forbidden interruption in the middle of Keriyas
Shema and its berachos. It’s also an extraneous addition which,
unlike “Ty1 0717 IN1d>'7n 112> Dw 71N2", lacks the internal logic
and authority of the Gemara (Pesachim 56a). But it also involves
invoking the Name of God completely out of context (which,
according to at least Ramban to Shemos 20:6, is a Torah
prohibition). After all, those three words don’t appear together
anywhere in Tanach, nor did the Sages authorize the formula.

However, the Bais Yosef justifies and recommends the practice
without directly addressing the halachic issues. Instead, he notes
how indirect references in older works (like 01190 190 and 190
o'7on) indicate that the custom had existed centuries earlier.

The Bais Yosef also quotes extensively from passages in Zohar
and Dn1j7’n 190 which assert that adding the three words is
important in order to bring the total number of words within the
Shema to 248 - equal to the traditional number of “limbs” in the
human body. The claim is that reciting a 248-word Shema would
“heal” each of the corresponding limbs of illness.

But that introduces entirely new problems. The Mishna in Avos
(1:3) advises:

“One should not be like slaves who serve their
master for reward, but like slaves who serve
their master without regard for reward”

Traditionally, Jews would recite the Shema twice each day
primarily because we were thus commanded by the Torah. But
one would also hope to absorb and embrace the many moral
lessons contained within its text.

Within this new kabbalistic formulation such goals are still
possible of course, but they’re no longer necessarily dominant.
With the promise (guarantee?) of personal profit, a decidedly
selfish strain has been added to the mix.

For his part, the Bais Yosef (in the subsequent paragraph, “wr
13



o'wirn”) defends the general approach not by denying the
problems, but with an appeal to his sense of the authority of the
Zohar, and the idea that:

“Those who established this practice certainly
analyzed the matter and found it to be true and
upright.”

Which is just why I find this discussion so illuminating. The
traditional Judaism represented by the Tur relies on the Talmud
and the halachic process for authority and moral guidance. To
some degree, the innovations of Tzfas, by sharp contrast, shifted
power away from such considerations.

Defining Limits

As I wrote, I'm not out to spark a movement towards casting off
existing practices. But what I would like to see is a world where
it's normal and acceptable for a Jew to choose to live according
to the traditional principles of pre-Tzfas Judaism. There should
be room in such a world for other - newer - traditions. But
loyalty to the innovations of Tzfas should never be a test for
loyalty to G-d's Torah.

The ultimate decision over whether some of the Ari's teachings
are or are not within the scope of acceptable Torah values is not
mine to make. And I have surprisingly little interest in what
shape such a decision might take. In fact, the odds are that a
public discussion about such things will never take place, and
that's probably a good thing. It's worth remembering the
unspeakable chaos and destruction caused by the three great
rabbinic conflicts of the 18th Century involving, respectively,
Nechemya Chayun, the Ramchal, and R' Yonason Eibschutz.

But it's also worth keeping in mind that not everything that
happens within an Orthodox community occurs with the full
knowledge or sanction of Torah leaders. Sometimes lasting
change just happens without anyone's approval. That distinction
will have a significant impact on this discussion.
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Who Can We Trust?

One of the most unsettling parts of this whole process has been
having to revisit my relationship with some beloved seforim.
Can I, for instance, still "trust" the Mishnah Berurah? By that, of
course, I certainly don't mean I have any less respect for the
precision, reliability, and clarity of the Chofetz Chaim's
scholarship, or of his powerful voice of moral authority. It does
however mean that for all the many times he invokes the
authority of the Ari and his talmidim when ruling on "our
minhag," that "our" might not include me. (We’ll see examples
of this in a later chapter.)

Or consider that, despite the genuinely careful and balanced text
of the Artscroll siddur, it's been a while since I was able to
automatically accept every choice they made. One or two
interesting examples will appear later.

So, in an ambiguous world, I'm looking for a way to agreeably
acknowledge my neighbors' strange innovations while
passionately embracing the traditional approach of Rabbi Hirsch.

Assessing Individual Minhagim

Not all minhagim were created equal. A practice clearly rooted in
a gemara or within unambiguous halachic statements from
rishonim is going to be hard to ignore. But later innovations are a
different story. And, given the vast scope of innovation from the
past few centuries, it’s perfectly reasonable for someone to
identify more with one specific tradition over others.

Let me illustrate using selichos as an example. Whenever
considering changes, it’s particularly important to be clear about
the larger halachic context. I will therefore note that the gemara
(Taanis 15a) discusses adding special prayers for public fast days
proclaimed in the face of looming disasters like drought and
famine. The text suggested by the gemara (“nn1ax nx nmyw m”
etc.) is actually found towards the end of our own selichos.
Significantly, communal recitation of the 13 middos (Shemos
34:6) in times of urgent need is also mentioned by Chazal (Rosh
15



Hashana 17b).

So the basic use of the modern selichos - at least in response to
emergencies - does have legitimate historical origins. Although
it’s not clear when and how it was decided to extend the use of
the 13 middos to regular use beyond its clear context of
communal emergency. (Nusach sefard goes so far as to recite the
verses daily throughout the year.)

Reciting selichos - using at least the 13 middos - annually in the
lead up to Rosh Hashana is clearly promoted by both the Tur and
Shulchan Aruch (#581). I’d therefore want some pretty heavy
guns supporting me before I’d consider dropping the practice
altogether. But the specifics are vague: they don’t cover many of
the details taken for granted today.

For instance, the first Saturday night selichos usually don’t begin
until after halachic midnight. But why not? The Mishna Berura
(565:12) is adamant: “Except on Yom Kippur, you should never
say any selichos or the 13 middos in any form before midnight,
ever.” He attributes this to generic “acharonim.” Predictably, his
immediate source is the Magen Avraham (565:5) who, in turn,
quotes “n 9T NNIDN" - a source closely associated with the Ari.

This is not to debate the authority or value of the Mishna Berura
or the Magen Avraham. Their status as leading poskim is
unchanged. But this is an excellent example of specific rulings
that are based on the personal halachic opinion that it was
appropriate to incorporate 16th Century kabbalistic innovations
into the halachic process.

If, however, you happen to subscribe to a Torah approach that
fiercely rejects such a synthesis - like those of the Chasam Sofer
(np7nn Dy n72j7 12T 2aynn 72" X1 NYIN 1910 DNN N2IWN
D"X'72 VIIT Diwn 2arn 0'7109n") or Rabbi Hirsch - then that
particular Magen Avraham (and others like it) simply aren’t
relevant to you.

So in that context, there would be nothing wrong with
(diplomatically) ignoring the midnight restriction where it
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doesn’t fit your needs. Similarly, if you’re having trouble
working through selichos in a meaningful and coherent way,
there’s absolutely nothing wrong with focusing on a more
limited subset of the text.

This approach would obviously apply in other places, including
kinos in Tisha B’Av and piyutim on Rosh Hashana and Yom
Kippur. The very last thing you want to do is imagine that there’s
value in just saying words without full understanding and
intellectual engagement. After all, the Shulchan Aruch rules in
the very first chapter:

M X'72 DI1INN NI2N D202 0DIINN VYN 110

“Minimal supplications accompanied by thought and intention
are better than many supplications without”

17



How Are We Supposed to Pray?

I always assumed that prayer involved speaking to the all-
knowing and all-powerful G-d Who created the universe and
Who alone determines our destinies. Obviously, the more sincere
and morally responsible you were, the more powerful your
prayers could be but, nevertheless, G-d is close to all who call
Him (Tehilim 145:18).

However, exploring some of the most authoritative sources of the
mainstream modern kabbalistic world (including those of the Ari
and his students), I'm left with the impression that there's no
point praying to the Master and Creator of everything, but
instead prayers must be directed to a created entity - known as a
partzuf - called |'@2an 1.

My heart tells me that this belief - or at least the way I've
understood it - is not compatible with traditional Torah
teachings. In that, I might be in line with reservations expressed
by Rabbi S.R. Hirsch (and explored in the next chapter). But it's
also possible that I've simply misunderstood either the traditional
Torah teachings or the mainstream kabbalistic sources. Perhaps
you can help me decide.

18



The Traditional Approach to Prayer

Before we begin, let's use the Rambam's opinion as a baseline
for this discussion. That's not to say that his is the only opinion
that's available to us - the fact that most kehilos include "'013n
o'mn1" in nin'70 demonstrates that that's not the case - but it is a
good place to start.

N7 T2 IN7IT1 7T IN 221D TaIyN 1.0 D'RI{710 [0 nwnn
D"2nN) ' XN 178 nwnnn TNX 72 DM71Vn (120 2l 2 y'7n
('t "7n nawn "7nn "o

Five are called heretics...and also one who serves a star, mazal,
or anything else in order that it should be an intermediary
between him and the Master of all worlds.

779 mwn7 D"anan wiron o7y a"'n inn) 'wmnn TIon
(p2Tn10 'onn 77N

NIWY71 IN71T2 1YTINTE 177710 1Tay7 I8N XN )an' NNy
DDXR7NN N L NIN'YND MDD XINY M7 D1 nwy' 71 .0NHXN
D7DY 97 .0nN 2DIAY ANl NITIOWE D0'727301 DRI
DWN 1TA7 17 N78 N1'Na X701 05Wn ' DN7IVS 7y1 ,0'v110N
N'7N ,I'7N D277 D'YNNAXR DNINYT T DTAYYT IR 'R D1 .0ane

AN7ITY NN 7D 1N, NIAwNNN 1D 1272 1178

That He - who should be blessed - is appropriate to
serve and magnify and to acknowledge His greatness
and do His mitzvos. And you should not act this way to
one who is below Him in creation; not angels, stars,
spheres, or the elements that are founded of
them...Similarly, it is not appropriate to serve them so
that they should be a means to bring them close. But to
He Himself you should address your thoughts, and all
others you should abandon.

I should add here that, at least according to the Chazon Ish
(Hilchos Akum 62:12), the Rambam's definition of nixm (as
opposed to N1 nTIAY) is primarily focused on the service of
conceptual creations (X121 nd) rather than physical objects like
people or stars.

19



The Tzfas Approach to Prayer

Now, by contrast, let's see a few quotations from some
mainstream kabbalists. These sources are all widely available
(including from multiple internet sources), so you should feel
free to look up the originals.

In all fairness, I should note that both the Ari and Rabbi Chaim
Vital apparently forbade the publication of their works even after
their deaths. R' Vital further insisted that his words simply could
not be understood unless they were transmitted through direct
oral communication. So I believe we can only assume that we're
not properly understanding the sources.

So why bother quoting them in the first place? Because, for
better or for worse, their books are being published and actively
promoted. And because their ideas - incorrectly understood or
not - have been continuously and actively spread for centuries. In
effect, this article is focused on contemporary popular
interpretations of the words of the Ari and R' Vital, rather than on
their actual thoughts.

Rabbi Chaim Vital was, by his own account, the primary student
of the Ari. In this passage, he claims that the expression "'n
n>j717X" actually refers to the two lowest of the partzufim, Zeyr
Anpin and his "wife."

>"Nwn 'N 7nida nmannn |Yir D -- 7'W7 MRy an oy nanl
oDnXI" "N7 Nooa 7XW'Y7 nwn w'n TIO AN nr - gy
NIn "pDo'a-7x 'a" D "Drrn Dd71D 0N DO'-7X 'Na DY72T
IN N2z vt = |"i1] (N 719 07700 QYW 0MN Yy 190) - '

[naj72 o1

From what we explained previously - that the male and
female partzufim are united in a single wall as opposed
to Yakov - with this you can understand the secret of
what Moshe said to Israel when they entered the Land of
Israel: "And you are attached with the Lord your G-d,
living all of you today" - for "The Lord your G-d" (refers
to) the male and female.

20



In his Sha'ar Hakavanos, where he describes the way he feels

Jews should pray, the Ari himself associates the name "n"1n"
with Zeyr Anpin. This is specifically within the context of tefila:

qD7IN YOWN XX' 12D D MDY ANN X D Ln-nt nn ANl
NI X"TT 'nm TR 7Y o7 17 yianl n1aT nid'7n7 yinn
(n1>120 N NN 'WNT NRNDN W) - .atuan

And we will explain the word "n-in". You must
concentrate (on the fact) that the abundance mentioned
has already exited from outside to the Kingdom of
Understanding and reached the four circles of the four
brains of Zeyr Anpin, which is called " n-1n".

In his recommendation for the "ideal" focus of the Musaf prayer,
the Machberes Hakodesh also equates Zeyr Anpin with G-d:

DN N"IN D MNIN NID D2I7'N2 DY R'IX DN N7yn 1mn 0PN
190) - N"MA7N 'n NIaw XR"T7 OND N 'XNN NDY7 DDXR7N
[|'2an w1 = N"1] (D NAW qODIN YTO2 WTIj7N NaNn

Angels of the heavenly host, (the partzufim) Abba and
Ima - for in Tikunim it is said that Abba and Ima are the
angels of keser from the supernal world (i.e., atzilus) -
will give keser to Zeyr Anpin who is the Lord our G-d.

The Broader Tzfas Influence

Many influential mainstream kabbalists through the generations
of and following the Ari consistently and clearly wrote about
these practices and, equally consistently, directly attributed their
beliefs to sources in the Zohar. Rabbi Immanuel Chai ben
Avraham Ricchi, for instance, begins his sefer Yosher Levav
with a question:

DW7 D'775NN1 O'NAwnl D71Y7 D'RII7 IR NN 190 (6 Tiny
IN 10NN D'NI2AN D'9INION NINYYT7 X710 R"T 9I¥197 Thimn n"in
07102V [INNN §IX19Y7

Why do we always call, praise, and daven to the (name
of G-d that's) specific to the partzuf Zeyr Anpin and not

21



to names of the partzufim that are higher than (Zeyr
Anpin) or to the highest of all (the partzufim)?

Much later in the book, he explains:

2 NYNNoONN MNPy n"azn NNy XR'7 qIx1o 2'Xen (58 Ty
NN N7 ynn NIIYXY N2'0N N'D NN 0197Y 0'o1X19n My
INTIAY2 D'TAIY

...Which is not true of the partzuf Zeyr Anpin who is the
Holy one, blessed be He, whose soul is hidden within
him by way of the partzufim deeper within. This is
actually the first cause and it is what we serve.

Later still, he further clarifies the status of Zeyr Anpin, and
identifies a source in Zohar:

NININD RUTD NID DY MIYNRY D200 [IXY RN AT D 78 Ty
'D 0T AINIAN AT AT ITAN TIV PRI DINNNYT 1YY NNl
N"VY 0"27 9T Ne)

For this is the will of the first cause that Zeyr Anpin
should be the taker and bringer of his influence to the
lower worlds and there is nothing besides him. The
matter is clear in the Zohar...

Il quote - and then translate - that passage from the Zohar at
length. But first, to add some context, here's a fragment from a
second passage in Zohar (Parshas Naso) where Erech Anpin, the
"highest" of the partzufim, is identified as "Ayn":
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And on this the Jews longed to purify their hearts, as it
is written: "Is G-d in our midst or not?" - between Zeyr
Anpin that is called "G-d" and Arich Anpin that is called
"Ayn".

Now here's that key Zohar passage:
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Rabbi Aba said: why does it write (Shemos 17:7) "Is G-d
in our midst or not?" Were the Jews such fools that they
didn't know this? Did they not see the Shechina before
them, and did the clouds of glory not cover them? How
could they say "Is G-d in our midst or not?" Men who
saw the precious shine of their King on the sea, and
(about whom) it's taught that a slave girl saw on the sea
things that Yechezkel didn't see; could they have been
such fools to say "Is G-d in our midst or not?"

Rather, this is what Rabbi Shimon said: they wanted to
understand (the difference) between the Ancient One,
hidden from all that's hidden, which is called "Ayn," and
between Zeyr Anpin which is called G-d. And for that
(reason), it doesn't write "Is G-d in our midst or not ( DX
N7) - as it writes (Shemos 17:4) "Will they follow in My
Torah or not", but "Is G-d in our midst or Ayn".

If so, why were they punished? Because they served a
distinct part, and served as a test, as it says (Shemos
17:7) "And because they tested G-d." The Jews said:
"Should one be approached in one way, and the other in
another way?" For that it says (Shemos 17:8) "And
Amalek came."

Note that in the first passage the Zohar enumerates two sins: 7y
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N1ron 1mayl ,XTN9 1TayT. The first sin ("...they served a
distinct part") is understood by Rabbi Ricchi to be the "error" of
davening to anything (including what we think of as G-d)
besides Zeyr Anpin. And, in fact, his reading of the Zohar seems
perfectly reasonable.

Even more recent European kabbalists followed this approach in
their own writings. R’ Chaim Volozhiner (2 2yw o"nn wo1 190
1 i719), in the context of prayer, wrote:
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For Atzmus Ain Sof (“the Essence of G-d without end”)
is hidden from all secrets and there’s no way to describe
Him in any way, even with the Name “Havaya”...And
this the Arizal wrote in his holy language — brought in
the introduction to Pri Eitz Chaim — that all descriptions
and names are (really just) names of the essence that has
spread among the sefiros.

What Are Partzufim?

We should pause a moment to clarify the status of these
"partzufim." The sources we've seen appear to advocate directing
our prayers to one or more partzufim, but did they understand
those partzufim to be distinct from G-d Himself? Could they not
just represent alternate aspects of a single, undivided G-d?

The "history" described by the tzimtzum theory strongly
suggests that partzufim are creations that came to exist only after
(or in the course of) creation. If, after all, they're not independent
entities or identities and whatever they describe effectively
existed before tzimtzum, so then what changed during tzimtzum?

Nevertheless, I have been told that some, including the Ramchal
in Vikuach 132, do understand tzimtzum as "G-d limiting his
will without limiting his essence" and that, as a result, partzufim
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could be considered somehow as elements of G-d.

But that's still a direct conflict with Rambam's second principle
(that G-d is infinitely simple and comprises no "parts"). More to
the point, why would anyone advocate specifying one "element"
of G-d over another in his prayers? Isn't G-d perfectly capable of
directing incoming internal "mail" however He sees fit without
us adding "zip codes" to the address? The passages we've seen
just don't seem to agree with Ramchal's approach. In any case,
since it's highly unlikely the Ramchal was a recipient of a direct
oral transmission from the Ari, his opinion is, at best, not
authoritative.

Putting Together the Pieces

Within a more general context, here’s another idea of R’ Chaim
Vital quoted by R’ Volozhiner (10 779 X qyw nrnn wo1):
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...That (G-d’s) Essence of the Existence does not enter at
all into the body of a human. And Adam before the sin
merited the Essence and, due to the sin, it was removed
from his midst and remained only hovering above him.
(All this is) besides for Moshe who merited to have the
Essence (of G-d) inside his body. For this reason, he is
called “man of G-d.”

So, unless I'm missing something significant, it would seem that
the Ari and his mainstream followers, basing themselves on their
reading of sources in Zohar, believed:

« That partzufim are (almost certainly) taken to be the
created products of G-d

+  That the various names of G-d mentioned in Tanach and
the siddur actually refer to various partzufim or other
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creations that are not synonymous with what we think of
as G-d

« That there's no value in praying to what we think of as
G-d

« That there is a creation (Zeyr Anpin) that was delegated
the exclusive job of receiving our prayers and delivering
our blessings

« That it’s theoretically possible for G-d’s Essence to
become incarnate within a human body

It is possible that most or all of those sources are not meant to be
understood literally. In fact, there is no shortage of reliable
individuals who make that very claim. But, at least in the context
of these particular passages, that seems very unlikely.

As a rule, one uses a metaphor to obscure a deep idea within a
seemingly innocuous text, making the truth available only to
initiates. But knowing that the text will also be read by countless
outsiders, one would be wise to choose a metaphor that’s truly
harmless.

Why, however would anyone couch his ideas within an outer
metaphor that not only expresses the exact opposite of what he’s
teaching, but stands opposed to the very core of Jewish belief?
And, in addition, why use a metaphor that’s not in the least
obscure — leaving no clear hint that there’s anything deeper to
find beneath the surface?

I can, therefore, only conclude that at least most authors of
modern kabbalistic texts fully believed the simple meaning of
what they wrote and further believed that that meaning didn’t
contradict true Torah beliefs.

Rabbinic Reaction

Let me restate my questions from above:

Are the beliefs and practices presented by these kabbalistic
26



sources actually in conflict with those of Rambam and other
rishonim? If they are, how could the Torah world's "official"
understanding of these matters have evolved so far and so
quickly to the point where even suggesting they're new invites
accusations of heresy? And why have no ranking Torah
authorities over the past centuries said anything publicly about
it?

One possibility is that the problems are privately acknowledged,
and that offensive kabbalistic principles are informally
suppressed by individuals wishing to preserve the authority of
kabbala without explicitly promoting problematic beliefs. This
would fit a pattern among at least some 19th Century Torah
leaders (some examples can be found in a separate article) to
"reinterpret" Torah passages to fit modern needs.

In a remarkable example of this approach, the 7ximwn nw 190
quotes the very same passage in Zohar quoted above, but his
interpretation (that Zeyr Anpin is a kind of metaphor meaning
bracha that comes through your own hard work and Ayn means
bracha that comes without effort) is, as far as I can see, going to
be pretty much impossible to square with the actual text of the
Zohar.

Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, in the second volume of his v "7y (in
the chapter entitled {77ny), offered a similarly benign but
apparently irreconcilable approach to this Zohar.

And it’s also possible that many authorities were simply not
familiar with the finer details of the Tzfas system. Getting access
to and reading related books was not nearly as simple for Jews in
centuries past than it is in our astounding internet age. Knowing
the stature of many of modern kabbala’s proponents, why
wouldn’t a responsible rabbi assume there couldn’t be anything
truly controversial being taught?

There is evidence that even R’ Yosef Karo — despite his personal
relationship with the big players in the Tzfas community — might
never have been fully introduced to the theological system. And
even if he was, I suspect that there were times when he would

27


https://www.yba.org.il/%D7%A0%D7%A7%D7%95%D7%93%D7%94-%D7%97%D7%99%D7%A0%D7%95%D7%9B%D7%99%D7%AA-%D7%9C%D7%A4%D7%A8%D7%A9%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%9C%D7%97--%D7%9E%D7%94-%D7%A9%D7%91%D7%90-%D7%91%D7%A7%D7%9C%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%94%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%9A-%D7%91%D7%A7%D7%9C%D7%95%D7%AA/-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-%D7%90%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%A8-%D7%90%D7%93%D7%A8%D7%A2%D7%99-%D7%A8%D7%90%D7%A9-%D7%90%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%A4%D7%A0%D7%AA-%D7%91%D7%A0%D7%99-%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%99%D7%91%D7%90-%D7%A6%D7%A4%D7%99%D7%A8%D7%94
http://www.marbitz.com/midrash/midrash_simple.html

make a conscious effort to separate kabbala from his halachic
rulings.

Take, for example, his lengthy discussion of the prohibition of
seeking to communicate with the dead (-1 0"yi7 T"I oI N2
2N n"nT). R’ Karo offers strong interpretations of a number of
seemingly contradictory sources in Chazal before concluding
that, indeed, the prohibition of o'mnn 7X wIT remains in force
in its simplest understanding. This, despite the existence of a
passage in Zohar (X Ny 1 {770 1n1) that unambiguously permits
the act:

[IN127 [17TR 'NNX XO0NT7 XN7Y JNOXRT XNYPIA NOM 20 NN
N'7 [VD TY D7 WX OVONI DNNAN 7R RAITE QMDD XD XRMINT
NP7UT DMNN 7R DNNNC7X WAITELTYT RIOXT XOTA XNMN

71N .0MN VTN INDNWXRT DYDY [Myn [IXT XN'7Y 2N [1IRT
DMNN NN IR DAY 7Y X7 NNTW 017 'NOT [IIRT 7R
U0 IR NNIPNLLINN 11DY .RNPN K71 RINK XINTA 1NN 120Y

Rabbi Yosa said: “when the world needs rain, why do
we go to the dead; does it not say ‘(do not) seek (the
counsel of) the dead’? (Rabbi Chizkiya?) replied....
“(that refers) only to the dead who are (sinners) from the
nations of idolaters who are indeed permanently
dead...But the Jews who, in truth, are meritorious, are
they not truly alive?”

Here, the Zohar clearly permits seeking the counsel of dead Jews
(in obvious conflict with halachic sources like the Rambam). The
fact that R’ Karo completely ignores such an unambiguous Zohar
and, in fact, rules against it, suggests that he prefers to exclude it
from the halachic process.

Nevertheless, later halachic authorities like the Mishnah Brurah,
who relied heavily on kabbalistic sources, apparently disagreed.
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Between Frankfurt and Tzfas

It should surprise no one when I note that among Jews - even
Torah-loyal Jews - there have always been significant
disagreements. Even such seemingly basic texts as Rambam's
thirteen principles have long been the subject of dispute. Safely
navigating these disputes can be a challenge. The question I'd
like to address in this article concerns whether it's possible for an
individual or community to adopt a philosophical system with a
clear and reliable tradition even though it stands at odds with
what has become a widely adopted orthodoxy."

1 Inrecent years, some have argued that the contemporary dominance
of particular hashkafos can achieve the status of “psak” and can
render even positions held by many rishonim as “kefira”. So how is
a person supposed to learn and teach rishonim if he never knows
which of their words is kefira and which kosher (and which will
become kefira in another ten or twenty years)? I was told by one of
the Na'w' 'wWN 171 to ignore the whole thing and continue
teaching Ramban and Rambam as I always had. I consider that the

starting point for this discussion.
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Specifically, I'd like to explore embracing Rabbi S.R. Hirsch's
views on the goals and impact of mitzva observance as opposed
to those of the "Tzfas" interpretation of the Zohar and other
related works. The differences between these two world-views
are far more than purely theoretical and stand close to the very
core of how we see our relationship with G-d and the way we
approach mitzvos and tefila. Let's begin by mapping out the key
differences.

Hirsch on Mitzvos

Rabbi Hirsch thought of Torah and mitzvos as practical tools
created to help us grow into perfect human beings striving to
build and maintain perfect communities. He consciously and
explicitly avoided any theosophical discussions (or, in other
words, any discussion of how performing a mitzva might have
some magical effect on either the physical or spiritual world),
apparently considering the possibility as a waste of precious time
and a distraction from our real goal. Man's purpose, in Hirsch's
view, is not to see G-d, but to learn to see the world through G-
d's eyes. Why should we care what happens beyond our sphere
of knowledge when many very real responsibilities lie waiting
for our attention?

Thus, for example, the purpose of the Temple offerings is not to
mechanically change (or “fix”) the universe, but to dynamically
change ourselves by absorbing the many profound lessons taught
by the avoda's complex symbolic details.

This is nicely illustrated in the fourteenth letter of Hirsch's
Nineteen Letters, where he detailed how each category of
Temple service was meant to impress particular thoughts upon
us: "The aron represented the concept that the Torah is G-d-
given; and the menorah and shulchan, the concept that the
physical and mental faculties needed for implementation of the
Torah are G-d-given, too." Individual elements of the avoda
served unique educational roles, inspiring our "...consecrating to
G-d our life (zerikas ha-dam), our sentiments (ketorus) and,
indeed, our entire personality (olah) by fulfilling the Torah." In
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the same letter, Hirsch similarly describes prayer as a "cleansing
of the thoughts and of the heart" rather than an expression of
power.

Hirsch felt that the Torah opposes any attempt to represent G-d -
whether as image or symbolic concept. His comments to Shemos
20:21 are an example of his firm belief that nowhere should we
try to "bring heavenly things down to you on earth, but to elevate
all earthly things up to Me. When you wish to come to Me, you
have not to represent to yourselves things that you imagine are
with Me in heaven, but rather to ponder on how I wish things to
be carried on by you on earth."”

Furthermore, everything a Jew could possibly need to achieve
spiritual and moral perfection is easily within his grasp (as long,
of course, as he's willing to work hard). There are, Hirsch points
out in his comments to Devarim 30:11-14, no secrets or esoteric
rituals needed in the pursuit of Torah greatness. “The teachings
and actions which it has in view do not move in the sphere of the
supernatural or the heavens, and nothing which was necessary
for its being understood and accomplished remained in heaven in
the Divine Revelation...”

Finally - and, in our context, quite significantly - anyone can
achieve a profound relationship with G-d and His will without
the need for the intermediary efforts of any other human being.
See Hirsch's commentary to Bamidbar 11:29 and Tehilim
145:18.

Tzfas on Mitzvos

First some definitions. For the purposes of this article, by
"Kabbala" T mean the interpretation of Zohar that was taught by
Rabbi Yitzchak Luria ("the Ari") and his students. This is the
interpretation that has subsequently been accepted as authentic
by many Torah scholars of great standing (including Ramchal,
the Gra and Rabbi Chaim Volozhin, and early leaders of the
chassidus movement). If we take Rabbi Luria's student, Rabbi
Chaim Vital, at his word, his is the only authoritative
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presentation of Rabbi Luria's teachings:
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The key teachings of the Sixteenth Century Tzfas kabbalists
revolved around the doctrine of tzimtzum.? However, Rabbi
Luria expanded the scope of the doctrine far beyond the sefiros
found at least implicitly in Zohar and later sources like Ramban.

Tzimtzum itself is used as a resolution to a philosophical
conflict: if G-d is infinite, how does that leave room for a
physical world? Tzimtzum proposed that G-d somehow
withdrew into Himself to make room for creation, only revealing
Himself and passing His influence through the medium of
sefiros.

Rabbi Luria himself, however, proposed that human beings,
when conscious of a "shattering of vessels" (0700 n1aw) that
accompanied tzimtzum, can become active in correcting the
consequent flaws in creation through tikunim. A mitzva,
therefore, takes on special theosophic importance within this
context, because it can effect changes far beyond the local
environment of the one performing it.

As far as I can see, a great deal of the substance of the
mainstream literature of the Tzfas kabbalists is taken up with
instructions on how to use mitzvos and tefila to, on some level,
control the cosmos for both universal and personal purposes
(with much of the rest focusing on describing and defining the
supernatural realms and G-d Himself).

2 Isn't all this supposed to be a secret, known only to a few initiates
and understood by even fewer? Once perhaps. More recently it can
be called a secret in much the same way that the existence of an
Israeli nuclear weapons program in the Dimona facility is a secret.
Consider the D71V 7w 11127 prayer that follows W1nIYN N'90 in
most sidurim which, in the absence of familiarity with these basic
Tzfas-inspired principles, would be entirely incomprehensible.
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Hirsch on Kabbala

Even if he had made no explicit reference to Kabbala in his
writings, I believe that the conflicts between its modern
interpretation and most - if not all - of the basic principles of
Hirschian thought would be obvious. But as it turns out, Hirsch
did address the issue in his book "The Nineteen Letters" in two
separate passages:

“Presently, a form of learning came into existence about which,
not being initiated in it, I dare not venture to express any
opinion. However, if I properly understand that which I believe I
do comprehend, then it is, indeed, an invaluable repository of the
spirit of the Tanach and the Talmud, but it was also
unfortunately — misunderstood;  the eternal progressive
development which it taught came to be considered a static
mechanism, and what was to be understood as inner perception
was seen as external dreamworlds. As this branch of learning
came into being, the mind could turn either to external sharp-
witted dialectics in the study of Talmud, mentioned before [i.e.,
the “pilpul” style of learning that was popular in centuries
before Rabbi Hirsch], or to this new field of study, which
appealed to the emotions as well. Had it been correctly
comprehended, it might perhaps have imbued practical Judaism
with spirituality; but, as it was misconstrued, the practice of
Judaism was interpreted to be a form of magical mechanistic
manipulation, a means of influencing or resisting theosophic
worlds and anti-worlds.” (Letter Eighteen)

“What if, in addition, one aspect of Judaism, the actual
repository of its spirit, was studied in such an uncomprehending
way as to reduce its spirit to physical terms, and man's inner and
outer endeavors came to be interpreted as a mere mechanical,
magical, dynamic building of cosmic worlds - thereby often
reducing all those activities that were meant to train and give
vitality to the spirit to mere preoccupation with amulets?”
(Letter Ten)

Here, Hirsch clearly makes two points: that the "form of
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learning" in its original state was a perfectly legitimate and
valuable source of inspiration (probably in much the same way
as midrash), and that a more recent - incorrect - interpretation
has dominated and overpowered the original understanding to
the point where the original has been lost.’

I believe that Hirsch felt that Zohar, in its original state, was
meant to be a tool for firing our emotions with the thought of G-
d's supernal greatness and then applying ourselves with even
more vigor to the problems of religious life. However, he saw the
Tzfas school's emphasis on trying to quantify G-d and His
actions in a mechanistic way - or on trying to understand G-d at
all - as, at best, a distraction. At worst, the (mis)use of mitzvos to
"force" heavenly blessings of one sort or another would be seen
by Hirsch as virtually pagan.

Hirsch vs. the World?

Now back to my original question: do I have the right to adopt
the Hirschian system even when, in many ways, it is a rejection
of "Tzfas principles" that have since become standards? Off the
bat I can think of a couple of arguments suggesting that I can't.

For one thing, weren't many of Rabbi Luria's interpretations
received through various kinds of supernatural inspiration?
That's certainly the claim of Rabbi Chaim Vital in his
introduction to Eitz Chaim.

3 Some who are largely unfamiliar with Rabbi Hirsch’s work will
argue that he didn’t really believe many of the ideas he taught, but
only used them as a kind of Ny NX1IN in order to win over
wavering Jews. But if such a thing were true, it would mean that he
had essentially devoted his entire life to teaching things he knew
were lies. And worse, that he then turned this lie around to harshly
attack something (i.e., the Tzfas school) he would have known to be
the truth. How could anyone with a trace of yiras shomayim act that
way? But in any case, it's not true. Rabbi Joseph Breuer, Rabbi
Shimon Schwab, and Rabbi Yosef Elias all put themselves clearly on
the record stating that Hirsch’s Torah im derech eretz position was
entirely honestly held. | can’t imagine their understanding of this
subject would be any different.
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But that is itself a solid reason why Hirsch might have had no
problem rejecting it. The Torah is no longer in the Heavens, and
even prophets have no right to introduce innovations:

WTNYT 'RYO RIN 'RY NIXAN N7R (T2 ®17'1) 2Md01 L Ti7 Naw
nnyn 12T

Secondly, since Rabbi Luria's teachings have been accepted by
so many early Torah leaders (including Rabbi Yosef Karo and the
Gra), what right does a later authority like Rabbi Hirsch have to
reject his predecessors - and how could we choose to side with
him?

If it were just Rabbi Hirsch against all those powerful voices,
then this would be a very strong question. So strong that, had he
truly been alone on this, I can’t believe Hirsch would ever have
written those words. But digging into the writings of rishonim
and early acharonim reveals that sharp condemnation of the
study and practice of kabbala without a direct personal mesora
was widespread.

The Chavas Ya’ir, for instance, felt that even if some more
modern rabbis have encouraged the popular seforim-based study
of kabbala, their positions can’t possibly outweigh the consensus
of their predecessors who forbade it. Quoting the Rema (in 190
T {779 2 770 n'71yn n1in), Chavas Ya’ir adds that there simply
are no qualified living teachers left to safely transmit kabbalistic
ideas so, effectively, it’s no longer a viable option.

Similar positions were clearly taught by nanxn nawn n"iw
NTIN YT 721 'natn 17X niw. Among the rishonim, w'"an
and w"awn, besides condemning any kabbalistic study outside of
a personal mesora relationship, question the use of sefiros as part
of our avoda and argue strongly for a simple relationship with G-
d and His mitzvos — an approach that’s perfectly in line with that
of Rabbi Hirsch.

I certainly won’t claim that these opinions are binding. But I will

suggest that, with their existence, one can’t say that the Hirsch

approach is in any way "out of bounds" for us. On the contrary, it

may well be far closer to the mainstream Judaism of the previous
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centuries.
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How We Choose What We Observe

Understanding the particular set of minhagim your community
has chosen and how they came to choose it is a worthwhile goal.
It’s also useful to try to know why it was just this rather than
some other combination that, over time, took hold. In some
instances, the narrative will revolve around achieving higher
levels of adherence to halacha. Other times, choices are framed
as the best options for solving looming problems. But there’s
often no narrative at all. Some changes just seem to happen
organically without any obvious community sponsor or plan.

Those are all ideas I try to address within my Finding Tradition
in the Modern Torah World project. But I suspect that
successfully identifying the patterns underlying a community’s
minhagim is less important than uncovering their incoherence. In
fact, the practices observed by many Torah observant
communities are probably mostly remarkable for their lack of
consistency.

Here, I’'m going to explore the problem using concrete and easily
verifiable examples of cases where a community’s accepted
practice stands opposed to a higher halachic ideal (n7'nn>7) or
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even to baseline halachic standards (Tay'm).

My theory is that a community’s customs will rarely reflect
entirely consistent standards and that no one has a claim to
perfection. Not only does this seem factually true, but it’s
unavoidable. The authentic halachic process - encompassing
thousands of years of growth and dispersion and serving
communities in all geographic regions - is far too complex to
expect it to produce uniformity.

I’ll focus here primarily on examples of widespread weaknesses
in observance within those communities that are perceived as
being the most meticulous in their observance and who tend to
claim the closest fidelity to core halachic sources. But a similar
study would be equally justified for any group of Jews.

I would note that none of this is to suggest that the examples
you’ll soon see represent negligence of halachic practice. There
are, for each of them, reliable lenient opinions. My point is only
to observe how widespread such lenience is even in communities
professing to prefer the highest halachic standards.

Similarly, I'm certainly not claiming that there are (or aren’t)
systemic flaws in any one community’s observance, or that
they’ve somehow lost their connection to authentic Judaism.
Rather, I’'m only trying to identify and understand the scope and
nature of that connection.

Engaging in business activities on
Shabbos

Over the past decade or two it’s become acceptable for Orthodox
publishers to print hundreds of eye-catching ads in their
magazines even though they sell those magazines with the
knowledge that they’ll almost always be read on Shabbos. Some
of their advertisers promote activities that might be considered
mitzva-oriented and, thus, appropriate for Shabbos. But the
majority are selling commercial food, clothing, and real estate
opportunities.
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The magazines are immensely popular, with at least one title
purchased by hundreds of thousands of readers each week. For
many, browsing through the articles and ads printed in multiple
magazines has become a weekly ritual.

But does halacha permit such reading? One may not read
mundane documents (N1VITA NOW) on Shabbos because it might
lead to erasing part of the content (v:> naw n"am).
Technically, street signs and food package labelling could fall
into the category of niortn mow, but I doubt anyone would
adopt that restriction these days. Reading patterns have changed
a lot over the centuries. But it would be much harder to dismiss
the problem that halacha presents for commercial ads.

Beyond that though, reading ads is a kind of business activity,
which halacha certainly forbids. The Mishna Brura (307:63)
refers to the Shevus Yakov as the lenient party in the debate over
reading newspapers on Shabbos. While the Shevus Yakov
permits newspapers in general as long as you skip the business
parts, others forbid reading any part of a newspaper because of
the business information it contains.

It’s highly unlikely that many Shabbos readers of modern
charedi magazines are able or even willing to ignore the
commercial ads. They’re designed to be attractive and
interesting. The hundreds of individual charedi Jews involved
with producing those magazines - along with the rabbinic
leadership they consult - are obviously fine with that.

Wearing a sheital

Married women who cover their hair with a sheital (wig) rather
than some kind of turban or tichel are enthusiastically portrayed
in much of the orthodox world as following the ideal route. It
can be argued that there are some perfectly sound reasons for
permitting the practice, but it’s much harder to claim that, in
halachic terms, it’s actually preferred.

There is certainly no shortage of serious halachic authorities who
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consider a sheital to be an adequate hair covering (D77>2l
N:NY 0N NIIN DNI2AN QN1 Y O'N NN 8“Nan). But there’s
also quite a lineup on the other side. Among the powerful voices
who feel that a woman wearing a wig is equivalent to one who
exposes her hair in public are the Be’er Sheva (n' D), Rabbi
Shlomo Kluger (2v naiwn 1"y 13 9T - 01910 NN7), the
Chasam Sofer (n"”y n'o y“i& 7y 1Minana) and, in more recent
generations, the Klausenberger Rebbe (x“n 71”1 21y MaT N1
11 |n'0), and Rabbi Ovadya Yosef (n "0 y"nx n”n nix y1).

One should note that the v~ iTn is reported to have preferred
the sheital because it will often do a better job covering even
loose or stray hairs. However, that won’t help for the stricter
opinions, because they believe a woman wearing a sheital has
already effectively exposed all of her hair.

So one can’t say it’s categorically wrong for a woman to wear a
sheital. But you also can’t say that it reflects the highest halachic
values.

Secular courts

Under normal circumstances, a Jew may not have his legal
disputes heard before secular courts. The Shulchan Aruch (jwin
N:I> UOWN) appears unequivocal about it:

DWY7 YIAj7 A¥In '9) DN7W NINDIYAI DYDY T 1921 |IT7 1IDN
[IT7 DT 72 "2 IXOND 1OXNI 7RI T DATY T 1OX (1 1T
T 9N I7'ND1 YW DT NN DNI9A [IT7 N2N 721 110X DN19]
n”yan nana T oNal

It is forbidden to seek a judgment from non-Jewish law
courts, even if they would rule like the law of the Torah
and even if both litigants agree. Anyone who goes before
their courts is evil (v Xi1n 1) and it is as though he
has blasphemed and raised his hand against the Torah
of Moshe.

However, as the very next paragraph in Shulchan Aruch
illustrates, there are exceptions:
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If the non-Jewish court system has jurisdiction and the
opposing litigant is recalcitrant, making it impossible to
reclaim damages through Jewish judges, you should first
make a claim before Jewish judges and if (the litigant)
refuses to respond, request permission from the Jewish
court so you can reclaim damages through a non-Jewish
court.

These days, many of even the most religious Jews take their
disputes to non-Jewish courts, often without first gaining the
approval of a bais din. It’s a complicated legal and commercial
environment that we live in right now, and issues like
impartiality and the power of enforcement are frequent and often
serious considerations.

But there have been many relatively recent and very public cases
involving the leaders of major hasidic communities fighting in
non-Jewish courts over property and dynastic authority. Those
have also left their mark on how these laws are observed and
applied more generally. And this, too, represents a measurable
evolution in the way some Jews choose to observe halacha.

Eating before mitzvos

Halacha often limits what and how we eat when there’s a
particular mitzva observance pending. As the gemara (Berachos
10b) describes it, taking care of your personal needs before
praying for them is a deep internal contradiction. As another
example, it’s common in some circles to avoid making kiddush
and eating before Musaf on Rosh Hashana because we haven’t
yet heard the shofar.

So it’s a bit odd to see the way so many yeshivos and kollelim
schedule supper at 6:30 and ma’ariv at 9:45 or 10:00. This will
continue even through the winter months when the Shema could
and should be recited as early as 5:00.

44



Invariably, whenever I bring this up I’m told “It’s fine: we won’t
forget to recite Shema because we always attend a regular (
nyI1j7) ma’ariv.” As it turns out, I don’t personally know anyone
who always attends a regular ma’ariv: who doesn’t have
weddings, meetings, or yeshiva dinners at least once or twice a
week?

An alternative response is “It’s fine: other people (my wife; my
chavrusa) will remind me to recite Shema.” But apparently it’s
far too easy to completely forget about hearing the shofar while
sitting in a crowded synagogue on Rosh Hashana and eating a
piece of cake at a kiddush. After all, who’s there to remind you?

As far as I can tell, this is another case of communities picking
and choosing their observance for largely non-halachic
considerations.

Laws of mourning

It should hardly be surprising that the ways we observe the rules
of mourning evolve from generation to generation. Even though
a good few books have been published in recent years presenting
a particular set of rules as universal “laws,” arguably, they’re
mostly based on n"nn 7w 190. That master work, by Rabbi
Y.M. Tucazinsky, describes the customs of the Jerusalem chevra
kadisha in the first half of the 20th Century. I’'m not convinced
all parts of the book were meant to be taken as permanently and
universally applicable.

But we can all agree there’s a core set of halachos in this area
that are universally binding. And if any halachos should fit that
description, you’d expect it would be those in the Shulchan
Aruch. Nevertheless, in at least one respect, the Shulchan Aruch
itself is now largely ignored.
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Attending Celebrations

Here (Yore Deah 391:2-3) is what I’'m referring to:

My 7yI "Ax 7y 0OI' D'W7W ONXT7 ANYNN N7 0121 0'Nn 70 7y
NNIN'Y DIN' X'WNY [120 NIXA NYIANAL AN ... TN A" INRY7
"7 ANXN7 AN nwynn 702N DY 7OX' X7 OXI DY DW7

(Mourners) for any relative may enter a house of
celebration after 30 days. (If the relative was a) father
or mother, after 12 months...(Remah:) And for a group
performing a mitzva, like marrying off two orphans for
free, such that if (the mourner) doesnt eat there the
event will be cancelled, it’s permitted after 30 days.

V' NN Y NIDIAN YINY7 N'7'DX NYwA X'7¥ NDINT7 010'7
N9IN1 72N ... (M ... NIDIAN YIMW7 N7 YIN TIY R'78 |M0IX
NNNY 'N1PRIPALPOINN NDN2 O 'D12NY NDION N 'YIvY
D'W7w TV 0IX w1 .(Imrn Ninan) nyaw TNxX TN nim - 77>
NTIY0A 7IDXR'7 7aN7 YMn v ... 7 AR DI L(R“ax) Dwa Dw)
NNNY DI7N2 XD R7Y TA721 'wnwnn 0Y 0'7'01 NN IR 'RIY)
21 (Mrwx niman) oix v (7'no owa ’aria '72) aNR N o
['N7IWY NNN N2 7211 XY ON DY pNwn 7a80Y 77 .00
.NTIYyoNn |n 17

Some permit attending a chuppah ceremony where there
is no eating just to hear the blessings. And some only
permit standing outside to hear the blessings...(Remah:)
But it’s permitted immediately after shiva to attend a
chuppah that takes place in a synagogue where they just
make the blessings without accompanying celebration.
Some forbid that until after 30 days, and that seems
correct to me...Some permit a mourner to eat at a
wedding or bris with the servants as long as they’re in a
different building and not in the celebration hall. And
some prohibit (even that), and that is the custom.
However, a mourner may assist (at the celebration) if he
wants, and then eat food from the celebration in his own
house.
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I’'m certainly not criticizing the current widespread custom to
permit, say, parents of a new couple to attend their children’s
weddings despite a recent loss. My father attended my wedding
in that state, and my wife similarly attended the wedding of one
of our children. But I am saying that there doesn’t seem to be
any source in classical halachic literature to support the practice.
Or, in other words, it’s another informal halachic evolution.

Learning Mishnayos

Is there a connection between mourning and learning chapters of
the Mishna? I'm not sure. But popular Jewish practice certainly
assumes that there's something going on. There's no escaping
advice to recite carefully chosen chapters during the course of
shiva, and then to gather participants in an effort to complete
larger segments before key subsequent milestones.

But why? Some will note that the words nnwi and niwn share
the same letters. But then, so do |nwn and nwan (not to mention
the verb "meshaneh" - to change). Others will quote "n"n90
o'wiTi7n" extolling the power such study has in positively
improving one's status in the next world. The only specific
references I came across pointed to titles (, ynix qor, [ann 978
AN NN etc.) that could each refer to multiple lesser-known and
relatively modern books. Gesher Hachaim mentions the custom
but, uncharacteristically, quotes no sources.

How, exactly, are these chapters meant to be recited? There's
apparently a highly ritualized process involved: the name of the
departed soul is to be verbally mentioned before study (but not
necessary after). The chapters chosen for each day of the shiva
should begin with the corresponding letter of the departed soul's
name. Entire chapters should, ideally, be recited - optimally
during the break between mincha and ma'ariv.

Of course, since the mourner himself is not allowed to learn
Torah during shiva, he's required to ignore the study. So it can't
be about delivering value to the dead through the merit of his
son's actions. Perhaps, it could be argued, there's value in
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performing mitzvos at the site where the departed died - or at
least in the location where he last lived. But these days, it's rare
for a shiva to take place in such places. And, in any case, how on
earth could we know such things (pun very much intended)?

So again: why do it?

Lighting Candles

Somewhere, there's a small factory devoted to the exclusive
production of candles for the shiva market that burn for seven
full days. I'm glad that people are able to earn an honest living
this way but, like the learning of mishna, I'm not sure what it's all
about.

Of course, as Gesher Hachaim (20:1) points out, it's not difficult
to understand how candles are a fitting metaphor for life and,
indeed, for the close relationship all humans enjoy with God
Himself. And there's no lack of ancient and powerful sources
formalizing that connection - "A man's soul is a candle of God"
(Mishlei 20:27). So adding a candle to a shiva house has the
potential to add substance to the serious and introspective mood.

But why, ideally, must the candle burn specifically in the room
where the death occurred? And why should we prefer a candle
that burns olive 0il? This suggests of magical thinking; where
there's an expectation that performing an approved ritual will
somehow force God's hand to deliver benefits we'd otherwise
miss.

Is there any source for this in traditional Torah literature?

The Gesher Hachaim notes the custom and quotes unnamed
"acharonim" associating it with a Gemara in Kesuvos 103a. I'll
assume he's referring to Rabbi Yonason Eybeschutz, who indeed
writes that Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi's deathbed request for a candle
to be lit in his place might have inspired the modern shiva
custom. Of course, as Rabbi Eybeschutz subtly acknowledges, in
its simple reading, that request would have specifically applied
only to the rabbi's plans to return home each Friday evening after
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his death, and not to the week following that death.

Hats on Shabbos

May one wear a hat on Shabbos - and particularly outside in a
place where there’s no eruv? Well, in halachic terms, that would
seem to depend on the hat. Here’s how the gemara (Shabbos
138b) presents it:

II0X NIN'D MN'RNI MY RIX'D 'ND TR 20T N2 DWW 20 NN
1Y NNYN X'7X NDL N N'7T XN NDL N NIRRT XN X'Wi7 N7
N7T XD 7TNMT NN N'W7 X7 X78 2'NMT 1“0 NBLU XN'712
NN X7W DIvN X7X NIN 70X DIYN IRT7 XnyL 27w 7T70m
OY IWNID 7TNM 1270 NIMKX YIIN MNKXR7 NN IR DNN
IIOXN 7TNM X7 MY

Rav Sheshes the son of Rav Idi said: “(going out
wearing) felt hats (on Shabbos) is permitted.” But does
it not say “felt hats are forbidden?” That’s not a
problem: one refers to (a brim of at least) a tefach
(around four inches - which is considered a halachic
roof), while the other refers to a brim that’s less than a
tefach. But based on that, a cloak that extends more than
a tefach beyond ones head, is it, too, forbidden? Rather,
(the felt hat sources are) not a contradictory: one refers
to (a hat that’s) on tight and the other refers to (a hat
that’s) not on tight. Rashi: ... so that the wind won’t be
able to blow the hat off perhaps causing you to carry it
four amos.

The Shulchan Aruch (Orech Chaim 301:40-41) rules strictly
according to both approaches:

I'7'OX IWXI2 IN1INY7 110X NSOV IWXIN |707 DYONN NINY YaID
70X DIvn N2

A hat whose brim extends more than a tefach beyond
your head may not be worn, even within a house,
because of (the prohibition of erecting an) ohel (roof)

JDINY M W' NNNN 119N N7 MYYN IWRIQY Y1101 NAWI NRXYT
49



NIy NINX "T "NX7 NN IYRIN DN DNDYY [P'YPNT DIvn
D1ID] IWXY 71NV NINY IN WX 7TINN XIN |2 DX N78 DN
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N7 wNMY7 827 1DN2T 11N)

Some forbid going outside on Shabbos with a hat made
to protect from the sun because we’re afraid the wind
might blow it from your head and you’ll come to carry it
four amos in a public place. But if it’s worn tightly on
the head, or it’s made so the head fills it to the point
where wind cannot blow it off, or it’s tied with a strap
beneath your throat, then there’s nothing to worry about.

It would seem that, even without especially broad brims, current
popular Orthodox fashions in hats might not be entirely
compatible with the highest levels of halachic observance.

Honesty

Some areas of halacha are complex and can appear ambiguous.
Knowing when and how to apply a particular principle can
sometimes be confusing. But not this one. The Torah (Devarim
25:16) isn’t shy about telling us what it expects.

71V nwy 75 n78 nwyY 70 17X T Navin D

For it is an abomination of God all who do this, all who
do wrong

Who is that verse talking about? Jews who own inaccurate
weights and measures, even if they don’t actually use them. Such
people are an abomination. I can’t imagine what the Torah would
say about people who actually cheat.

But I don’t need to imagine what else the Torah teaches us
through that passage: the gemara (Bava Metziya 49a) tells us:

77X )7V INT7I 77X 17V |0 XD

That your “yes” should be just and your “no” should be
just
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Meaning, when you say “yes” or “no” it should be a fully
accurate reflection of your intent.

Nevertheless, there are communities whose members are taught
it’s permitted to scam government programs or cheat insurance
companies. These are not just the crimes of desperate people
whose judgment is clouded by the pressures of life. But
organized, premeditated crime.

The late Rabbi Shimon Schwab addressed this kind of crime
years ago in an article:

“Rabbi” so and so, who sits in court with his velvet
yarmulka in full view of a television audience composed
of millions of viewers, is accused of having ruthlessly
enriched himself at the expense of others, flaunting the
laws of God and man, exploiting, conniving and
manipulating - in short, desecrating all the fundamentals
of Torah Judaism...

To defraud and exploit our fellowmen, Jew or gentile, to
conspire, to betray the government, to associate with the
underworld elements all these are hideous crimes by
themselves. Yet to the outrage committed there is added
another dimension, namely the profanation of the Divine
Name...

Therefore, no white-washing, no condoning, no
apologizing on behalf of the desecrators. Let us make it
clear that anyone who besmirches the sacred Name
ceases to be our friend. he has unwittingly defected from
our ranks.

Gratitude

Character counts for a great deal in Torah literature. We’re

expected, for instance, to show appreciation for even those

whose kindness is far from selfless and spontaneous. To illustrate

from Chumash (Devarim 23:8), our historical national

experience in Egypt was, shall we say, troubled. Nevertheless
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we’re still expected to go out of our way to avoid causing pain to
individual Egyptians who might live among us.

2PN 1NN N2 D MINN AYNN X7 XIN )P'NX D MMTN QYNN X7
i7NTN NYW2A NI0ON DD7 I'nY

Do not reject the Edomite for he is your bother. Do not
reject the Egyptian for you were a stranger in his land.
(Rashi:) For they hosted you in a difficult time.

Not a lot of ambiguity there. Which begs the question: why do so
many charedi Jews in Israel express hatred for their government
in such vile and nasty ways? Why do they permit their children
to use such offensive and historically ignorant language
(“Naziim”) against the people tasked with protecting them?

And, most of all, where is the gratitude for everything the
government has done for the Torah observant community?

Sure, the modern Israeli government - like all governments -
does stupid things from time to time. And some of their members
and agencies promote reprehensible opinions. But through the
past few decades, no one in the Israeli government has, to my
knowledge, threatened to shut down or limit the activities of any
kollel that finds its own legal source of financial support.

In fact, most “full-time” Torah study undertaken in Israel would
be impossible without the financial and security support of the
government. By stark contrast, the kings Dovid and Shlomo,
with all their fabulous wealth and power, didn’t support a single
avrech in kollel. You can hardly fault a secular government for
wanting to limit their support to only a few tens of thousands of
talmidim!

They don’t distribute public taxpayer-generated funds quite as

much as some people would like. But are they worse than Egypt?

Belief

Loud voices in the charedi world have, from time to time,

attacked the beliefs taught by various orthodox academics. In my
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personal opinion, some of those attacks have been justified and
others not. The conversation inspired by those attacks has,
intentionally or not, led to greater awareness of the principles
and sources underlying the issues. Overall, I’d say that’s been
healthy.

Respectfully arguing for or against a given position, then, is
perfectly reasonable. But such claims must be accompanied by
the realization that the full set of beliefs held by any one
community is unlikely to align perfectly with the positions taken
by traditional Torah sources.

For one thing, there simply is no single set of beliefs agreed to
by all rishonim. And, as I observe in my “How Are We Supposed
to Pray” and “Between Frankfurt and Tzfas” chapters, Jewish
practices relating to our core beliefs have undergone radical
changes through the past few centuries. Or, in other words,
elements of the dominant belief system of the modern Torah
world is built on very modern assumptions that, in some cases,
draw from dark origins.
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Radical Goals

As referenced earlier, here are some examples of widely adopted
modern innovations to Jewish practice. I’'m certainly not
suggesting that there’s anything intrinsically wrong with these
practices. However, the way they’re formulated and packaged
strongly suggests that they’re intended to produce the kinds of
non-traditional results we’ve been discussing.

I should note that, while I quote the Mishnah Berurah in the
following examples, his source for such things will generally be
the Magen Avraham. The questions remain either way.

Radical Minhagim
Mishnah Berurah 21:15
[0j7 N'702 N'7'72 2DWYT7 wiw TION 9"y 2D 71 "N andal

“And in the Ari’s writings it is written based on a secret
that one should sleep at night (wearing) a tallis koton.”

Mishnah Berurah 51:19
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TNIYN N7TY M 722 7w ANNIE KD 7" MR

“And the Ari, when saying '752 7win nnxi' would give
charity while standing.”

Mishnah Berurah 660:8
17170 DY N2y 1AN7 X7W TINN 'nTn 7T MMIRn Dal

“And also the Ari was very careful not to join the arava
with the lulav (on Hoshanah Rabbah).”

Now why would the Mishnah Berurah — or the Ari himself, for
that matter — want us to wear a tallis koton while sleeping? After
all, do we not hold n'¥'xy n7 IN7 n'77? Similarly, what benefit
could there possibly be for us (or for G-d) if we give tzedaka just
at that moment during davening and specifically when we’re
standing up? And how is our performance of a venerable ann
0'~11 enhanced by meticulously keeping the lulav separate from
the arava?

I could probably come up with attractive and inspiring
interpretations for those practices and I’m sure you could, too.
But the point is that neither the Ari nor the Mishnah Berurah
included any of their own. Which suggests that either they
figured the explanations were obvious or that it wasn’t important
for us to know them.

From the way these (and many other) customs were presented, it
seems reasonable to conclude that there simply aren’t any
obvious explanations that we were expected to grasp —
particularly the tallis koton example which was explicitly
associated with “T10.” But in general, no matter how creative
you or I might be, it’s highly unlikely that we’ll happen to
stumble on the same rationale as the Ari for each of his many
innovations.

So what can we say other than that the Mishnah Berurah
expected us to perform such minhagim without any sense of their
underlying context or rationale.

Why? What else can I conclude except that these practices are
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intended to arbitrarily control and manipulate “upper worlds”
lying beyond our understanding? Just the kind of practice that
Rabbi Hirsch found so alien.

Sound far fetched? Here’s an example of how Rabbi Chaim Vital
- the Ari’s primary student — characterizes the study and,
presumably, practice of kabbala:

190 1IND7 NAX "7 NIX AT Y IWT7 NNa 7 Mawn nikna Py
27 AXINA RIT TV NINwNY7 XXM mrn7 o7yn 0T anim
N7INAN NNXN 12 D{70YNNN NDTAY IO XNWN ND'7n iy

(nmTiznn WY 7y 1"NY nnTi7an) n"va nmna

“Therefore when Rashbi with his holy spirit saw this
matter, he commanded Rabbi Abba to write the Zohar in
a hidden way, so it would be hidden in safekeeping until
the final generation near the days of King Moshiach, so
that in the merit of those involved in its (study),
redemption should flower in our days...”

Or, in other words, the study and performance of kabbalah can
be used to force G-d’s hand and invoke historical events.

Tangentially, with the benefit of 450 years of hindsight, we now
know that the publication of such literature was based on a
tragic miscalculation. After all, it was promoted many
generations before its intended time.

Radical Prayer

Here’s one final example of a significant departure from
traditional prayer that’s widely available in mainstream
publications. Some editions of the Artscroll siddur — and many
bentchers - follow the Friday night version of NnTIyO 1'7nN
with a tefila that begins: w77 Xji7'ny D717 N X1y ko (“Let it
be the will of Atika Kadisha”). We seem to be asking nTj7 n
NITi7 Ni7My that he (it?) should "redeem us from troubles -
' pni7y 700 X11719 - and "give us food and good support”
- NN20 ¥ND1OI XN K17 A etc. This is tefila.
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But to what (or who) is this tefila directed? Assuming the author
is, as widely claimed, the Ari, what did he mean by xj7mny
xwiTi7? Here's how R' Chaim Vital describes the phrase in yy
1 {719 ¥ WY DN

NID NIN 7"1D M non7y nna wa7nn 0'XN OWKXD DINX
D7yNni wa7nn IMPrnal X1 XD 10110 17N 'wn a2 wa'7nn
MXY |'N7Y "W an DAl 7Ny 70T Nj7'NY D"NN X171 TN DDA

DJIN2 wA'7NN 0"N NI'NA 3" XWITj7 7MY XIj7)

However, as the Ain Sof is enclothed within what's below
it...it is enclothed within these "three heads" that are
mentioned here in Idra. And as it is enclothed and
hidden within them, then it is called the Ain Sof, the
ancient of all ancients. And these "three heads" are
called Ancient Holy One (Atika Kadisha) also when Ain
Sof is enclothed within them.

I'm given to understand that the pwn 'a refer to yTMx 877 8w
TIRT XwnL YT RN (“the head that is not known, the head of
the eye(?) and the long head”). That third one (" IXT NwN) is at
least an aspect of one of the partzufim ('@ax 1x). Which
means that the 1" tefila printed in bentchers and siddurim is
addressed to a composite that includes one of the partzufim. I
don't believe that this represents the traditional, pre-Tzfas,
understanding of a Jew's relationship with G-d.

And it doesn't sound very Hirsch-like, does it?

Even if you’re unlikely to find modern, mainstream kabbalists
directing their prayers to partzufim, their larger goals are, from a
traditional perspective, radical. Prayer and mitzva observance are
no longer primarily means to draw us towards the Torah’s ideal
human behavior (as Hirsch would have it), but tools for affecting
mystical change and forcing Divine blessing.

Why Blow 100 ni1717 on Rosh Hashana?

Here’s another example of the innovation-heavy Tzfas mindset at
work in modern Jewish life.
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The way most communities perform the mitzva of shofar on
Rosh Hashana is an excellent example of the spread of the Tzfas
ideology and mindset. Here, based on Shulchan Aruch Orech
Chaim 590:1, is what the Torah requires:

NYINN XY 97 ;ypn ,n"a ymy7 DTN Q"N NIY'{N and
,ANNX7 NLVIYDI N197 NLIYD AYINN 721 ,0myd 2 n"1al 721
n"72 a2, N TR VAN wTN 7Y NIYINN 70W 17 nvimwein oni
"IN 0NN TN 701 V7N NIvY7N ywn L7ar v o'nm i

N'an ,n"an

How many tekiyos must a man hear on Rosh Hashana?
Nine, for it mentions the word "terua" three times (in the
passages concerning) Yovel and Rosh Hashana, and
each terua must have a simple sound (i.e., tekiya) both
before and after it. And from tradition we learn that all
teruos during the seventh month (i.e., Tishrei) are the
same...tekiya-terua-tekiya; tekiya-terua-tekiya; tekiya-
terua-tekiya.

As is well known, the precise sound of a terua was unknown
even in the time of the Gemara. To ensure we're covered, we're
accustomed to hear all three possible variations of the terua,
known respectively as ‘"shevarim-terua,” "terua," and
"shevarim." Once each of these combinations is heard three
times (and counting each tekiya as a sound and each "shevarim-
terua" as two distinct sounds), we will have heard a total of 30
sounds (N171j7) to be sure we've done the mitzva.

When should these 30 sounds be heard? With a minyan, the key
sets occur during the repetition of the Mussaf. However, there's
an ancient custom to also hear a full set of 30 sounds before the
individual Mussaf begins. Here's the Rambam, Shofar 3:7.

NN .NIN D 112N MWD WX 7Y NIYH{7NN 1T VIYOD anINn
™IV TNXI DYN 70 AWl INIj7n7 1900 [YTNNE NNINA 'RI7Y
AOTON 7Y 7900 195N DONKRY NIYY7N DWW V7Nt ... )0anl
N'7¥ MDY INXNI .0 N75N |'7795Nn1 TRyl ¥'T7 DNONIXI
NYINN DAY N7 nYY7N Yi7ZIN NID'7N NN NV Nd71 AN
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ANNI .NRNDT XINY N'WMN 01212 )0ani NNR DY9  nyjn
N'WY D12 NAN1 LAYH7NE DAY AY7Y YN ViIZIN NNy
DYS NY7NE YN QYN ViIZIN DONDY NRE NNSIY XNY

N79N0 N NNX

The simple custom for tekiyos with a tzibur is thus: After
reading the Torah and returning it to its place, the
people sit down and one rises and makes (two
blessings)...(Then he) blows the 30 tekiyos we described
because of our uncertainty (over the proper sounds).
Then (the people) say kaddish, stand, and pray Mussaf.
After the chazan completes the fourth bracha, which is
"malchiyus," you blow tekiya-shevarim-terua-tekiya one
time and recite the fifth bracha, which is "zichronos."
After completing that, blow tekiya-shevarim-tekiya and
recite the sixth bracha which is "shofros." After that's
complete, blow tekiya-terua-tekiya one time, and
complete the tefila.

The Shulchan Aruch in Orech Chaim 592:1 adds some more
sounds during the later sets:

nnMdT7I ,0mys a7y n"awn nin7n7 yizn7 nnann reoyl
.0myos nY'7¥ n"In NNsIv71 ,0Mys nw7y n'wn

And now the custom is to blow tekiya-shevarim-terua-
tekiya three times for malchiyus, tekiya-shevarim-tekiya
three times for zichronos, and tekiya-terua-tekiya three
times for shofros.

This would raise the total through the day to 60 ni71j7. However,
the Rema, quoting the Tur in the name of the Rabbainu Tam,
disagrees. The Rema writes that the "custom in these countries"
is to blow only one set for each of the three relevant brachos. His
total through the day would thus be only 40 ni71;7.

The Rambam himself (Shofar 3:12) acknowledges a rationale for
hearing more ni71j7, but rejects it. And the reason why is
interesting.

TN DMYS wW7Y [N N11d 7D NdM2 7D 7Y YNy nn T

59



['N AWI'MY NIY'{7NA 790 'TNIRX'Y [I'D X7X AW [NWD IVi7NY
N11 |07 'T N7N .NIDI2 T 7Y 71D [N2 ITNYT NIAXD 7Y 'NNon
JID72 0TO 7Y NIVHZN IYNY'Y T 1D 7D 7V NNX

Logically, it would make sense to blow three times for
each section the way we do when seated (i.e., before
Mussaf). But since we already completed the mitzva
beyond doubt when seated, we should not bother the
tzibur to repeat them at each bracha. Rather, it's
sufficient for a single (set) for each bracha so we can
hear tekiyos during the brachos.

(Bear in mind that there's considerable dispute about what
exactly the Rambam means here, and how we should translate
that passage. But I don't think the controversy directly impacts
our discussion.)

In any case, Rambam clearly feels that concerns for ~xna0
NX112XT outweigh the value we might theoretically gain from
hearing those extra 20 ni71j7. We can safely assume that the
Rema was similarly motivated when he, too, limited us to 40
ni71i7. In addition, Rambam is very clear that an individual
(without access to a minyan) needs no more than 30 ni7ij7 in
total:

['2 NIDI2 NTO 7Y ynww 2 TN 7aX8 1IANA 1780 DNATA 701
ANIN DT PREXRN VI 2 NIV 2 1T0N 7Y yne X7v

And all this concerns only a tzibur. But an individual,
whether or not he hears along with the brachos and
whether he hears sitting or standing, he has completed
the mitzva, and there isn't in this a custom.

I'm not entirely sure what anan nma p'xI refers to (i.e., the 30
n171j7 of an individual or the 40 ni71j7 of a minyan). In general,
though, such a formulation suggests that even if members of a
community should at some point decide to add such a practice, it
would not be binding on individuals. All would be free to act
according to their own preference.

I think we're now clear that the positions of at least many of our
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core halachic sources require us to hear between 30 and 60
ni71j7. In addition, there is neither the need nor, according to
Rambam, even an option to add more. Since we Jews at least
claim to believe that the Torah's commandments are perfect and
need no expansion, that should really be the end of the story.

But it's not. The Mishna Berura (592:3) closely follows the
Rambam's lead and limits the tekiyos we should hear because "
q12¥N 7y 'nnon 'Rw". But in the very next paragraph (592:4),
he writes:

nrn7 n"an n"wn n"awn yizn7 2namn )1Tn and n'7wal
n"wn n"awn Ty nnmr owax nKIil nnosiw7 pr nnnar ol
[ni717 nxn TV D'7wn7 "D NN

And in the Sh'la ( y'nnin nwer 27 nnan niniz 1@ 190)
it is written that the ideal approach is to blow tekiya-
shevarim-terua-tekiya,  tekiya-shevarim-tekiya, = and
tekiya-terua-tekiya for (the bracha of) malchiyos,
zichronos, and shofros and then add (another full set)
after Anim Zemiros in order to reach 100 ni7i.

With one possible partial exception we'll discuss later, the Sh'la
is the earliest written source I'm aware of who advocates for this
new custom. The Sh'la himself attributes the practice to two
unnamed students of the Ari. Later poskim (including the nun
17:¥j7n DM9X) also discuss the custom in passing, often in
tangential reference to other halachos.

I should add that the Mishna Berura himself, quoting the Pri
Megadim, places restrictions on adopting the custom. :

[2"n9] nnw7 X Mo annw nijzna n'ni

Nevertheless, in a place that follows our custom (i.e.,
hearing only 40 or 60 n171j7), one shouldn't change.

This is in line with a general prohibition against changing
existing customs. But, of course, all places once blew only 40 or
60 ni717 and would, therefore, have all been prohibited from
adding more. And besides that, we must try to understand how
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we got to a place where insisting on hearing 100 ni71j7 is
considered a standard requirement.

I understand that the Sh'la himself claimed to have seen the
practice mentioned in two publications, the full text of which he
printed as part of his own sefer. The publications seem to have
first been included in 012 'yn 190 by Rabbi Menachem Azariya
from Fano (Italy), a student of Rabbi Moshe Cordovero. Rabbi
Menachem Azariya, in turn, seems to have received one of the
publications from kabbalist students of the Ari in Israel, and
might have himself authored the second as a commentary to the
first.

But even Rabbi Horowitz never suggested that the custom
should be universal. And I doubt he would have approved of
individuals and communities engaging in the practice without
any understanding of the context or purpose. And yet here we
are, all of us caught up in a practice that, according to key
poskim has no purpose and, according to Rambam (and perhaps
Mishna Berura) is actually prohibited.

There is, as I hinted earlier, one earlier source: The Aruch (11y
217y). The Aruch suggests that some individuals could be extra
stringent on themselves to hear 100 ni71;7 due to an association
with the mother of Sisra, who cried 100 sobs on receiving news
of her son's death:

NNl LN D'WITY IND DTNy D'YI7Y [1'YAT DTN 1IN NN
2TON 7y DWI7WI WN71 DWI7WI ANTD DWITY TAyE nnnT
IR NMPYL 1781 ,RI0'0T MR RNYODT NI'VD XN Td
NMYY 1NNY7 'yann aNTIN'T XYWIZN 777 D'7'SNn 7> DNniwd

NN [NEN"an n'wn n'awn

One problem with this is that it’s not clear whether there’s any
statement in 7"tn supporting this. The 71Ny mentions the
Yerushalmi in the larger context of this 11y, but we don’t have
any actual matching source. And it's difficult to explain how the
number 100 is associated with Sisra's mother. Some point to the
fact that there are 101 letters in the two adjacent verses in 190
p'volv. But that's 101, not 100. And what, exactly, is the

significance of the number of letters any verses might contain?
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Other Modern Innovations

Including these examples here shouldn’t be taken to imply that
there’s anything wrong with any particular practice, but instead
to emphasize just how much Orthodox Judaism has changed
since the start of the modern era.

Why Do We Say Selichos?

Here, perhaps, is a related manifestation of this approach. While
there’s certainly no clear evidence to prove it, I think one could
argue that the sheer length of our modern Ashkenaz selichos is
the result of a mechanistic (“recite-the-words-and-change-the-
universe”) mindset.
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For the longest time I've struggled to understand the selichos
recited in Ashkenaz shuls. I don't mean that I've struggled to
translate their difficult words: that's a problem shared universally
by everyone I've met and it's hardly unique to me. Rather, I mean
that T've never been able to fully understand the role that certain
parts of selichos are supposed to play in my teshuva efforts.

Let me be more specific. The extended passages filled with
familiar verses from Tanach (like n'7on vniw) or that closely
reflect patterns already suggested by Chazal (like mvw m,
clearly based on Taanis 15a) are all straightforward. Likewise,
the confession (1mwk) and the thirteen midos. What we're
supposed to draw from all those sections is pretty obvious.

The trouble begins in the paragraphs commonly known as
nin'7o." Why were so many of them written using such obscure
and difficult language? I've written a book of essays on the navi
Yeshaya and given shiurim on Kinnos, so I'm certainly not
unfamiliar with poetic and challenging Hebrew. But the selichos
included in the Ashkenaz versions for naiwn m' nawy are, as the
X1y |aX famously noted in his commentary to n7ny7, in an
entirely different league.

Thinking about these things led me to other questions: Who
wrote those selichos? Who was their original intended audience?
Who decided to include them in the order of selichos and what
did the Jewish community look like at that time?

I'll note that I believe there's essentially no value whatsoever in
just reading the words without any understanding. That there
might be some magic powers contained in the words that
invisibly shift individual and national fortunes at some cosmic
level simply by being uttered - and overriding G-d's will in the
process - is, in my understanding, so foreign to traditional Jewish
thinking that I won't even address it here. If you're not being
inspired to change by the content of what you're reading, you're
not really participating.

Growing up, as they have, in a generation blessed with easily
available translations and commentaries, my kids might find it
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hard to imagine a time when even a casual understanding of
selichos was, for most people, simply impossible. But until thirty
years back, that was where we all lived. So what really lies
behind this minhag?

Enough generalities. I'll illustrate my point by taking a look at
just a few lines from the first selicha (j7T¥2 N2j7' ' |'R) from the
first night of selichos:

7T¥2 XO7' M 'R
7TND 7wn1 110 WX

"There is no one who can justly call You: a good man is
compared to 'chedek

The word j77n might be referring to a thorn (as used in T:1 n>m
and vuIL '7em), in which case the gemara (Nj7 |2NW)
referenced by the Artscroll commentary would make some
sense...except that X110 12 ywin' ' who was, in that source,
insulted with the expression, responded that it should actually be
seen as a great praise. In the context of our selicha, that seems
out of place.

But could the word not also be a reference to the river 7;i7Tn and,
by extension, to one or more ancient Jews of Babylonia or even
to ninl DTN in |TY [3? Suddenly, even a healthy familiarity with
relevant sources leads us to ambiguity and confusion. What did
the original author mean? Are we supposed to make our own
choices from all the possibilities? And how are we supposed to
even think coherently about it if we're speeding through the text
at upwards of 20 syllables per second (don't laugh: I've timed it).

Moving on:
770 'j7INW Tya 0N w7l
772 |'N D19 DIY2
"Seek mercy for those ground to dust: there is nothing

searched"
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The word {712 is vowelled to rthyme with j77x and {77n above.
But are we to parse the word literally or, as the Artscroll would
seem to have it, ignore the vowel and understand it as though it
was "j77121"? Or - as a separate commentary suggests, might it be
a reference to nan 712, implying that there's no one among us
willing to stand up and support G-d's holy work (which is a
much better fit with the vowellization)?

In some cases, you might argue that "either way, the general
sense is clear." But I don't believe that's quite true in this
instance, because neither reading feels like a good match with
the actual words in their larger context. After all, it's not clear
whether the 210 v~ above refers to someone who is genuinely
good but misunderstood, or to someone who is revealed to be
undeserving. What then, should the subject of 712 '~ actually
be?

DO5SXN 1111 0O'MN N
097 {7'7TXI T'ON "N

"There is no uncorrupted or pure man: the chasid is
completed and the tzadik is 'nirpas™

It's certainly true that 13 could mean "gone" as the Artscroll has
it. But I'm at a loss on 0971, which Artscroll translates as
"trampled." That would be onn1, not 0911. One commentary
evokes the talmudic expression "x1'8 090" but that would be
strange in the context of the Hebrew prefix (the 1 in 097) it uses
here.

Its use in N7:nD D'7nn suggests the word here might mean
"muddied" (or, perhaps, "humbled"). But if the person we're
talking about is indeed a {7 1Y, how are we to take his apparent
fall? Or could the meaning be that the people we consider n'j7'T¥
are all fakes?

At any rate, these are certainly not ideas that should be decided
carelessly - and certainly not at breakneck speeds.

Was there ever a generation whose members were so well versed
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in the full range of Torah literature and Hebrew grammar that
they could be reliably expected to come up with cogent and
inspiring interpretations on the fly at each time they recited these
selichos? Were these poems even intended for use in such a
context?

Of course, there's nothing stopping us from properly preparing
by investing many hours of serious study of all the text that's
read throughout the days of selichos. We could at least work out
enough possible interpretations to make a go of it. Well, there's
nothing stopping us besides the fact that very few of us have
enough time in our busy lives.

The two to three weeks of selichos covered each year probably
contain thousands of lines and countless unusual word
conjugations, many of which leading to deep ambiguities of
meaning. Besides, I'd suspect that relatively few individuals have
the background and resources to "make a go of it."

What Does Modeh Ani Mean?

N27 7NN MmNl o DaTtnaY D71 'Mo)7n 11197 AR nTin
MIme

Those 12 words mark the start of each day for many Jews. It's a
beautiful prayer and an expression of the many debts we owe to
God. But three of those words might, on reflection, represent a
significant theological innovation.

Here's the whole thing translated:

"T acknowledge before you, the living, eternal God, that
you returned to me my soul, with grace and good faith."

The three words in question are: 'mnwi 1 NArNnw - "that you
returned to me my soul.” Where's the innovation in that?

Well for God to have returned our souls first thing each morning,
He would have had to have first taken them. And, while relevant
but ambiguous language can be found in a few midrashim (see

NI7'9NN ININ 1907 n'7'on [v) I'm not sure we should be so
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quick to assume that death and rebirth is what literally happens
each night.

A similar prayer is mentioned in the Jerusalem Talmud
(Berachos 4:1 - 29b in the Vilna print):

MIAN 7781 778 'N Y197 AN DT N7 DTXRY7 )X nea
NIINT7 N7'ONN INRNINY

"In the morning a man must say: I acknowledge before
you G-d...that You took me out from darkness to light"

But that makes no mention of the soul and its travels.

So where did the idea come from? As far as I have seen, the first
reference to the text of 18 nTin itself would appear to be 190
DI'n 170, written by the 16th Century kabbalist, Rabbi Moshe
ben Makir of Tzfas. As Tzfas during that time was famous for its
culture of innovation, it would seem reasonable to assume that
Rabbi Moshe himself is the prayer's author.

But isn't the idea that our souls are taken each night itself
common in traditional Torah literature? Not that I've seen. In
fact, The Bais Yosef himself (T n»"n naIx), while quoting a
Zohar on the subject of washing hands in the morning, testifies
that it's "not found in halachic sources (n'j7019)."

Here's the Zohar itself (1:184b):

NN X'7'72 XNINT XNYO D'YO XN7T 8N7Y2 w1 02 N'7T XN
NY'T7 RNNPAT 22 ?7NNY0 'NN.NDIL NINN 7Y RN RAXON
N{791 NWIT7 XNNYAT 7Y1 ,01N0 Ni7911 w1 12T NN Nj77N0'N
NOTAN TDI .X9IA XINN 7Y XANDN NN N NN N{7'7N0XI

L. NNNIT NINN NIAYNKN NO1'7 XNnea

"There is no man on earth who doesn't taste the taste of
death at night, (as) an impure spirit rests on his body.
Why? Because his holy soul ...leaves a man and because
his holy soul has left, an impure spirit rests on his body.
And when his soul returns to his body, the impurity is
removed."
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So it's certainly true that the Zohar associates the concept of a
departing soul with the laws of washing hands in the morning.
But it's equally true that, according to the Bais Yosef at least, it's
not an association that finds an easy home within the halachic
tradition.

Indeed, the traditional explanations for hand washing in the
morning make no mention of our souls. The Rosh (v 779 ni>12
1D |n'0) wrote that we should wash because:

9AI0NN WD VA7 N7 IWON NI DN NIM70Y DTN 7V DITY 197
n7'72

"A man's hands are busy (i.e., always moving) and it's
impossible that they didn't touch unclean parts of his
body during the night."

And the Rashba (x¥j7 [n'0 ¥ X"awn n"iv) attributed the rule to
our need to recognize the spiritual rebirth we have just
experienced:

NYTN N'11D O'YWY] IX NI¥n 1NX T2

"In the morning, dfter sleep, we become like a new
creation.”

...None of which hints to any association between sleep with
death. Now, as I'm sure you're already wondering, the Gemara
(Berachos 57b) does state that "sleep is one sixtieth of death.”
But it would be hard to see a connection between such a general
comparison and the claim that our souls leave our bodies when
we sleep.

In fact, as I've written on more than one occasion, drawing
logical or legal proofs from aggadic sources is virtually
impossible: their language and context is just too ambiguous.
This would most certainly apply to a passage in that most
ambiguous source of all: Zohar.

Just how difficult is it to understand the meaning of the Zohar by

reading its words? Let's see what one of the undisputed giants of

Kabbala, Rabbi Yosef Chaim of Bagdad (the Ben Ish Chai),
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wrote in his halachic work, Rav Poalim (Vol 1, Responsum 56).
He was explaining why one should never translate Idra or other
Zoharic works into Arabic or any other language. It's fine, he
wrote, to translate the Tanach (even though no translation can
capture the full, inner meaning), because the Tanach also has a
simple meaning...

|2 X'7 IMMXNN '7Y21 770 OWO DONY7 'R 7"DITE ROTRN NAT D"NeN
QITAl QN A DYONY NINGZN wiA7'YIE 77D DNATn DYDY
NNX OYODN NWIY NN NXN1 NN [IP77 DNQTN DIONN ANK ONI
I'7N DMAT 7¥ LWON |'N NAND '971 OWON '9D At RN DNRONN D

..NX

"Which is not true of the Idra and the Zohar: they have
no simple meaning at all. And the author never intended
a simple meaning for the words at all. And there are
passages where the simple meaning is pure heresy! And
if you would translate these words to another language,
you will have elevated the simple meaning to 'truth,’
because a translation is (assumed to be) true. But in
truth, the simple meaning of these words is not true."

The bottom line is, that we really can't know exactly what the
Zohar meant. But we should hesitate before taking this fairly
modern prayer as a literal expression of mainstream Jewish
belief.

The rise of the black hats

Every now and then I try to understand the thinking behind
various policies enforced by modern Torah schools. Here, I’ll
discuss the educational and social implications related to the
rules governing hats for bar mitzva boys.

First of all, so we can start off with a clear baseline, let me
present some possible benefits of such policies:

+  Wearing yeshivishe hats is part of an important mesorah
and it's valuable to get boys into the habit of following
such practices.
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«  Wearing yeshivishe hats promotes an elevated self-
image that should lead to better behavior.

«  Yeshivishe hats are key elements of a kind of yeshivishe
uniform that expresses discipline and loyalty to
community standards.

«  Wearing yeshivishe hats is in itself a higher halachic
standard.

Now I'll explore each of those benefits individually.

Mesorah

While maintaining loyalty to a genuine mesorah is important, I
find it difficult to understand how wearing black, snap-brim
fedoras qualifies. My own rebbi once told me how upset he was
that the yeshiva world felt themselves so dominated by
chassidim that suddenly only black hats were acceptable. In fact,
just fifty years ago you would not have seen anyone wearing
anything remotely similar to what's currently popular - the
material, crown shape, and brims from those days would be
ridiculed today and, of course, back then all colors were
accepted.

Something this new that's so deeply dependent on fast-changing
fashion trends can hardly be called a mesorah.

Perhaps it could be argued that there is, indeed, a mesorah to
wear any kind of head covering. But I doubt that's how it's
commonly understood: how many yeshivos would allow a clean,
logo-free baseball cap?

Ok. So maybe it's the fact that a black, snap-brim fedora is so

easily identifiable as a Jewish levush. But then so is a yarmulka.

Self image

There's no doubt that dressing a bit "fancy" can inspire a more
restrained and respectful approach to the world around you. But
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the downside is that the chillul haShem consequences of
misbehavior are much, much higher when ones Jewish identity is
more obvious. Confidently weighing the risks and benefits is
difficult without access to some kind of reliable historical data.

But here's one more "data point" that should also be considered.
Clothes most definitely affect those wearing them. As an
example, Chazal seem to feel that the color red could lead people
to arrogance. So let's not ignore the possible damage caused by
encouraging young, maturing bochurim to indulge in an
overpriced, fashion-conscious, and hyper-materialistic clothing
choice.

I suspect that the possible damage to a young boy's midos can be
greater still when he absorbs the clear message that those boys
and men who don't dress this way are defective in their Torah
observance. When it comes to halachic observance, we have no
choice but to tell our children that Jews who don't keep Shabbos
are wrong. But as we'll soon see, there are no halachic
implications associated with hats.

By the way, I used the term "overpriced" with care. The fact that
so many boys continue to insist on purchasing $250-300 hats
when virtually indistinguishable versions can be bought from a
fine Jew in Rochester for $55 (see yeshivishhats.com) tells me a
lot about what's driving the fashion. I don't see any differences
between this kind of consumerism and the social forces that
drive sales of overpriced eyeglasses and, while we’re on the
subject, cars. And I don't consider either to be particularly
healthy.

Those forces - along with the crippling financial pressures they
place on families that cannot afford it - should be part of the
conversation.

Discipline

Discipline and loyalty to community standards are certainly
valuable but, like "self image" above, their value must be
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carefully weighed against the costs. Ideally, of course, children
would happily choose to follow their parents' minhagim and
practices, as their parents happily chose theirs. But in the real
world, it's not always like that. Peer and social pressures exert
formidable power over communities and families, and there’s no
guarantee that the pressures won't do more damage than good.

Here's another thought: I'm not currently aware of any source in
Chazal or rishonim recommending that all Jews dress identically.
I do, however, know that Rav Hirsch finds a reflection of the
importance of intelligent individuality in Jewish observance in
the halachic principle that the tzitzis should be tightly tied for
only one third of their length (hinting to our complete loyalty to
halacha), but loose for the other two thirds (hinting to the need
for independent thought and action).

I also recall once being told by Rav Aharon Feldman (in a very
different context) that:

"When sheep have no leader, they huddle together and imitate
each other out of fear. And I'm not talking about sheep."

Widespread blind imitation isn't a sign of a healthy community.

A higher halachic standard

I think that this one is flat out wrong. I don't believe that there
are any halachic arguments for wearing hats. In fact, The Gra in
2 'vo n "0 n"INn v"Iv concludes that there is no halachic
obligation of any kind to cover your head at all (except when in
the presence of nm>dn 'TN'7n), and only NIToON N when
davening. Here's how he concludes that piece:

1197 {71 D71V'7 70N WX 77D N0 'R XN'7MNMT N7'7D
ANYI 10NN TN 12T 121 TN 179NN NYA |21 0'Y71Tan
TNN 'n 197 ormiyy 0wITi77 0in

And I doubt that the n'wiTji7 mentioned by the Gra would have
worn our modern hats, as they don't completely cover the head in
any case. They would more likely have done no'oy of some
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sort. The Bach (O”C 183 ono 'wx 211), for instance,
recommends adding no'0Y on top of a smaller head covering —
but that’s only for someone who is leading 0IDn 7Y [ITAN NdYA.

That's not to say that the Gra is the only opinion out there, but he
doesn't exist within a vacuum. And I feel that imposing a public
policy on maturing children that encourages them to imitate
D'WITj7 in the name of halacha would be dangerous.

A few more popular innovations

Kabbalas Shabbos

This one is so deeply entrenched in our weekly routines (and so
beloved) that it can be hard to imagine that it’s only been around
for a few centuries. I’'m told that it was actually Rabbi Hirsch
who’s responsible for those shuls where the 712y n'7w stands by
the nnn rather than the Tmy. This was designed to underline the
fact that naw n'7aj7 is not a n'7'on stemming from 7"7n.

All-night learning on niyiaw

The earliest reference I’ve found is the n"7w who notes (at great
length) the activities of students of the Ari.

Hitting hoshanos against the ground

See 0":7"DON DAl N:DON NN MwnN.

Reciting MIX 'n 1177 during Elul/Tishrei

The origin of this custom has been associated with nTnn 190
nm'n which is of a relatively recent — and clouded — source.

74



Bending the knees at the start of Shemone
Esrei

The custom to bow at the waist at the start of Shemone Esrei is a
gemara (Brachos 28b). But I believe the earliest mention of
bending at the knee in a halachic context is the Magen Avraham
(7:¥P 0”1 NMX) quoting the Zohar.

Ensuring visible binding hairs on Tefilin

The Mechaber himself (71:29), according to 121377 X3, quotes
the Zohar:

DMAY7 YIN XYY YN DT WY NX{7

A little of that hair should be visible (even) outside the
box (of the wx1 7v |'7'9n)

The Magen Avraham (61) qualifies that with (what I assume is)
another Zohar:

MY TYWN XX N7W INITN DY 1DW ¥ 1901 1IN WY NNj7
D'MAY7 YIN

A little hair: The 1D¥ v 190 quotes the Zohar that the
hair should extend outsode the box.

I, personally, was quite surprised when hearing just how recently
this widespread custom had entered the halachic realm.

Reciting chapters of n"7nn for the ill

I can’t find any authoritative source recommending this practice,
but we do know that: “nNxi1917 87X 9120 NNIDI7 NN NNl N7
wo1n” See 0 LY{7 YT N7 T"0.

Associating a mother’s name with prayers

Try to get someone to pray for you without having to first hand
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over your name and that of your mother. Considering the
Gemara (T7 NiDI2.): W27 PN 'R NN 7Y 0NN wi7ann 7D
mw, that seems strange...and modern.

Naming children after deceased relatives

This seems to be quite modern (again, though: there’s absolutely
nothing wrong with it). The kabbalistic notion of thereby
acquiring the "nnwin ww" of the deceased is also new.

New Celebrations

The Jewish calendar has undergone significant adjustments over
the past while. Elaborate rituals and observances now
accompany "1¥ N0SI iyl a"7 vawa "0 in ways that were
unknown just a few centuries ago.

Growing payos

By way of illustration, when the wTj7n stood nnan> expecting to
enter the wTj7n would probably avoid any growth of hair longer
than 30 days (nx2 D"anY - 21D DI DWW YD 71T RIN NND
NN wTin). A 71Ta |nd faced even greater restrictions (1'I
D1D' N7W NV 17'9N1 Y19 N7 IWNI NN MNIXNIY D71Y7 Y15 Nn1Nn
I-N:N UT7Nn 70 - w'Y7 Ny 27Yn 150N 87N wTin).

I can’t prove this, of course, but I’m doubtful that a style of hair
growth that’s forbidden to nnn> would become fashionable
among the general Torah-loyal Jewish population. At any rate,
I’m aware of no pre-modern sources that promote long payos
and beards.

Growing long beards

Many kashrus organizations reject shochtim who don’t dress
according to chassidic fashion or who trim their beards. My
understanding is that this practice began in the early years of the
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20™ Century in North America as an effective way to filter
(mostly Lithuanian) shochtim of deeply objectionable beliefs and
practices.

That particular risk is long past, but the policy - in direct conflict
with 2 o 7"1r y"1iw - is still enthusiastically embraced. The
COR “Kosher Corner” publication from Passover 2020

(https://cor.ca/view/959/cor passover magazine 20205780.html
) tells us:

“Premier (a kosher poultry production facility) boasts a
chassidishe shechita, which means that the shochtim use
the mikvah regularly, do not trim their beards, and hold
by various other halachic stringencies, both in their
personal and professional lives.” (page 92)

Those fashion standards are said to contribute to the bmw nx
of the shochtim. Some sense of the real-world connection
between such dress codes and bmw N1 can perhaps be seen by
touring New York state penitentiaries and noting the number of
untrimmed beards and longer peyos on view.

I think it’s also reasonable to conclude that thinking mikvah use
improvesnmw nx (rather than being the result of morally free-
willed choices) could also be considered a modern, Tzfas-
inspired innovation.

Chinuch

While teaching Torah is all about accurately transmitting what
we’ve received to our children, the ways we go about doing that
are constantly changing. Most of the innovations have little or
nothing to do with the Tzfas culture, but they do illustrate just
how easily far-reaching change can be adopted. Was there, for
instance, ever a cheder in the pre-war years anywhere in Eastern
Europe where they:

« Didn't hit misbehaving children?

« Examined student achievement through written tests?
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Ran emunah programs?
Employed social workers?
Taught in Polish (or English)?
Used lesson plans?

Required teacher training?

Included 71n *1iN'7 curricula?

I probably wouldn’t have sent my kids to a cheder that didn’t
make use of those innovations, but we can’t deny that they were,
indeed, innovations.
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Some Older Changes

Change in Judaism doesn’t seem to be a new phenomenon.
Here’s a discussion about a series of adjustments to way we plan
our Yom Tov living that stretched over centuries and probably
began more than a thousand years ago.

Yom Tov schedules

As I've written elsewhere, unexpected changes to our minhagim
over the centuries are not necessarily the result of evil
manipulation by nefarious secret cabals. Sometimes change just
happens. And some changes might even make a lot of sense.
More than anything else, the goal of this book is to show how
frequently traditional Judaism has undergone serious change
through history and how we've responded to it.

With that in mind, comparing the ways modern Torah
communities experience Yom Tov with the way historical
experiences are understood in halachic sources should give us
some interesting food for thought. Here's how the gemara
(Megila 23a) describes the ideal Yom Tov schedule:
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NIA7 NNNn DNI9ON DI NXRX7 MNnni X127 nxn ot
N'RT Y"1 N7 NIRXT7 N1 XIA7 NN Nawal NXX7 NKRni
NNI'T NIIT'O W'91T 78YNYY 117 NN 17'9N NN X121 YT

On Yom Tov we come late (to synagogue) and hurry
home (afterwards), on Yom Kippur we hurry to arrive
(early) and leave late, and on Shabbos we hurry to
arrive and to leave. Should we say that Rabbi Akiva (is
the only author of this statement)? No. It could even be
Rabbi Yishmoel (if you consider that Yom Tov) includes a
busier schedule.

Rashi to that gemara explains that the "busier schedule" is partly
the result of our ability to cook on Yom Tov (something
forbidden on Shabbos, and unnecessary on Yom Kippur),
requiring that we spend time before prayers preparing the meals
for later. But it's also because Yom Tov comes with a special
mitzva of simchas Yom Tov, which forces us to leave earlier to
get back home.

Rashi also points us to his source in Mesechte Sofrim 18:4.

A1 PN INYNT D070 172 DI 1717 213y X 02NN NN
ANN7 NAY 7w X111 2TO0 7D NIZIINI O'WA7 DY'7 DION7 RIN TN
NRX7 ANNNI N7 'AT7N DAY NNXY XD T DNINn NNN§7
NNNN YIn DY 7NN YNy NXNZ NNjZ7 1D X7 T
[INNN 210 DI 72X 1TON 7W WD Iynw'w 1D NRXT "INXNI
'TN N 1PRY NNNT7 Mnnni 0 7v '"708N |7N7 DX [N N7

NMIANYT7 X210 NNIM XIMX 7N X7 20 "IKT 07 waey

One who makes the bracha (on the reading of the Torah)
should raise his voice for his young sons and wife and
daughters. It would make sense to translate for this
congregation and women and children the entire Torah
reading along with the (reading from the) prophet for
each Shabbos after the reading of the Torah. And this is
what is meant by "on Shabbos, they come early and
leave late." They come early so as to recite the Shema
appropriately at dawn. And they leave late so that all
should hear the commentary to the Torah reading. But
on Yom Tov they come late because they need to prepare
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food for the day, and they hurry to leave since there's no
need to provide commentary, as Rav said "Don't appoint
a sage from one day of Yom Tov to another.

Now there's a lot to think about here. For one thing, it would
seem that either the men - and not the women - were expected to
do all the meal preparation on Yom Tov (otherwise why should
they need extra time at home before prayers?), or that men and
women attended synagogue together (so that, whichever one
prepared, it would have to happen before prayers). Either option
is at least mildly surprising.

But the bigger issue is how different this is from the Rambam's
account (Laws of Yom Tov 6:19):

M2a71 NI'01D 'MNA7 Dyn 7D MDYN 1721 NTH X' D NTR
L'72IX1 DAMAYT MTINE DD 2V DNIN2A N7 '779Nn1 NivaTn
DI'N NIXN DRI LD NN TY AW PAI7 DA ma7 7inl
TY DI'N INY NINYY7171DNY7 [A'N2AY7 A1INE nNann N'75nN |'7750n

n7'7n

This is what's appropriate: in the morning everyone
should arrive early to synagogues and study houses
(where they) pray and read the Torah according to the
day. They (then) return to their homes and eat, and then
go to the study houses and study until midday. After
midday, they pray Mincha and return to their homes to
eat and drink for the rest of the day until night.

Two thoughts: Note how praying, eating the meal, and returning
to the study house for a learning session would all be complete
before midday! But, closer to our primary point, why are we
supposed to arrive in synagogue early on Yom Tov mornings?
Weren't we first supposed to prepare the Yom Tov meal?

The Rema (0">i7n n"In v"Iw) sides with the original (late
arrival) approach. But the Magen Avraham (#6) offers an
explanation that could answer our question:

[N'02I TDj7N 710 N7A1 DNA7 |MADYNY NN YIN .X127 NN
'I'72 772y 0”1 721 MDYN DIV PDINNY NITNNT 7D 77NN
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ID'7'w OTIj7 07! NTIYOL NINVY7 'O |MANAT DYON 719 17pAT
D'0I'Dl DINNA POINAY TIYA PN 71D 2ITRNI D7 N7

We arrive late: Besides for Rosh Hashana where we
come early to synagogues. And the Bach (7797n “'0
77NN [n'oai) writes that 'these days, since we extend
(the prayers with) poems (0'01'9), we come early on all
Yom Tov days." That is to say, according to Rashi's
second reason - that (we would originally arrive late) in
order to prepare the Yom Tov meal before going to pray.
But these days, we can prepare while they're extending
the songs and poems (in synagogue).

I'm just not sure what to make of this. Exactly when is the
preparation now supposed to occur? I have the image in my
mind of all the men (or women), one after the other slipping out
of synagogue, running home, and throwing the chicken in the
oven while those left behind would pretend nothing unusual was
happening.

But what comes out is that, originally, Yom Tov prayers were
supposed to be brief enough that we could arrive late and leave
early, with enough time left over to finish a full meal and a
learning session before midday. Some time later (likely before
the Rambam's time), piyutim became popular, requiring longer
services.

Who instituted these significant changes and how widely and
quickly they were adopted isn't known. Since, however, the
songs were optional, individuals were free to slip out of
synagogue to prepare the meal, allowing earlier start times.

I will add that the Bach (7"oj7n 'D) explains that the Tur rules
that the late start of Yom Tov doesn't apply to Rosh Hashana.
One reason the Bach offers is that an early start on Rosh
Hashana will make it possible for people to return home and
begin their meals before midday (it being inappropriate to fast
half a day on Rosh Hashana). That's one more thing that's mostly
disappeared from our own Rosh Hashana experiences.

However, why would the Tur in the laws of Sukkos (7"n2n 'D)
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write "In the morning, we arrive early..."? After all, "Yom Tov"
in the gemara in Megila should certainly include Sukkos. The
Bach explans that, because of the hectic pre-Sukkos period (see
Tosafos to Chulin 83a), people will usually enjoy a simpler meal
on the first day of Sukkos that requires less preparation. There
would, therefore, be no reason not to come early to synagogue.

But if that's the case, asks the Bach, why should the Tur also
teach us (in Nn"on "0) to arrive early on the morning of Shemini
Atzeres? This, concludes the Bach, is because we now include
both the y"anj7 for rain and Yizkor on that day. It would seem
that both the y"anj7 for rain and Yizkor were innovations
originally unknown to Jewish liturgy, and their introduction
forced a refactoring of Yom Tov protocols that had been
followed since at least the time of the Talmud.
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Understanding Nefesh Hachaim

Among my many sins, I spent years teaching Torah for a living.
During those years I was often forced to confront - both for
myself and for my students - why some answers and
explanations are more likely true than others.

To large measure, I eventually settled on a variation of Occam's
razor which, roughly described, states that a problem's true
resolution is probably the one which requires the least
interpretation. For all intents and purposes, the Talmud does this
on nearly every page; rejecting a proof whenever another equally
(or more) likely possibility is presented.

I would often apply the tool during debates. To briefly illustrate
(based on another of my articles): Is the Chasam Sofer's way of
understanding Rabbi Yishmael's interpretation of Deut. 11:14 a
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possible meaning of the Gemara in Berachos 35b (which the
Chasam Sofer insists would only apply within geographic
Israel)? Of course. But, given the fact that Rava explicitly
applies the Rabbi Yishmael’s position to his students — most of
whom surely lived outside Israel — suggests that possible is not
synonymous with likely. And derush is not the same as pshat.

Over the years, this way of thinking became so habitual for me,
that it threatens to spoil my enjoyment of many great Torah
pleasures.

So here T am, asking for help. For years I've thought about
various passages in Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin's Nefesh Hachaim
and enjoyed their insights. But I've also contended with a
growing sense that I’ve never really understood how it all
worked. One idea might be built on a source that didn't seem to
quite fit the context within which it was quoted. And another
idea felt strangely foreign when measured against my
understanding of some classical Torah sources. In short, I'm
missing something important. Is it possible that Rabbi Chaim’s
style is simply a product of the larger changes brought by the
Tzfas revolution?

There's no better way to illustrate my problem than by offering
some concrete examples of each of the classes of problem I'm
having.

Nefesh Hachim Sha'ar 2, Chapter 5

Rabbi Chaim quotes this gemara (Brachos 10a):

N"270 TAD N7N X X7 TIT NKX M T 'wO1 D72 Avnn N
702 NN AN7N NNl X D7IYn 70 N7n n"apn nn nnwa Tl
NINT AN NP X DX 1IRE DR XN N2 PIT70 NN 9ian
q1an 72 NX NIT NN X 170 D71VN 70 NN T n"2an nn Nk
DTN MTN2 AW N"27N AN NINL N1 X 1IN n"ajgn nn
1770 DMNAT AWNN 12 w'w M X2 0DNTN DTN DAY nnea 9

I'7'70 DMAT NwNN 12 Y'Y M7 nav
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These five "wo1 1D11", in relation to what did David
write them? They were certainly written in relation to
the Holy One, blessed be He and the soul (of a man).
Just like the Holy One, blessed be He fills the entire
world, so the soul fills the entire body...

Rabbi Chaim uses this passage - among others - to advance the
theory of immanence (i.e., that G-d somehow fills all the space
of the physical universe to the exclusion of all else). In fact, I
don't see how the Gemara in Brachos can be used as a proof, as
that doesn't seem to be its most likely - and certainly not its only
- interpretation. Why couldn't you understand the passage to
mean that, just like the soul is intimately aware of, influences,
and even controls its body, so G-d is aware of, influences, and -
when He chooses - controls the entire world? I can't be 100%
sure that that's what the Gemara means but, as long as reasonable
alternative interpretations exist, no single approach can be
considered definitive.

But my main interest in this chapter is in how Rabbi Chaim
quotes Rambam's Moreh Nevuchim:

I'7'752 071yn ‘70w 'Rn 77nn 2"y 'o1 n1ima and 71 0"anan oal
NN 7707 D71Yn 770 770 7'wnn7 RN N7 Y'Y RI7)
nNYIN 1Yd D71Yyn NNWY RN N RINYI LAY 111y 701 DTRN
NITA INIAN DY .DINKRY M7 DUXRY 77 1MaT.wtY DTN Ry

..NIT7IN

And also the Rambam of blessed memory wrote in
the Moreh 1:72 that the entire world is called "shiur
koma". And he goes to great length to compare all
the parts of the world to the parts of a man's limbs
and all his composites. And that He (who should be
blessed) is the soul of the world as a soul is to the
body of a man, see (the Moreh). And his words are
fit for he who said them, as it's clear in the Zohar...

In that chapter, the Rambam certainly goes to great lengths to
compare the biological structure of humans (and animals) with
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the structure of the natural world as a whole. But he also most
definitely does not extend the comparison to G-d. And, even
more emphatically, he does not use his comparisons to propose
any semblance of immanence (which would run counter to the
second of Rambam's 13 principles).

What's even more interesting is how Rabbi Chaim refers to that
passage in Moreh Nevuchim as an explicit discussion of "y
nnij7" — a phrase the Rambam doesn’t actually use. In fact, the
phrase has very specific implications in the kabbala world. The
nnij7 y'w to which Rabbi Chaim's reference presumably refers
is the name of a mostly-lost kabbalistic text that is known to
describe G-d using very physical terms. The historical fact that
Rambam was aware of the text and explicitly declared it a
heretical fake does seem to place this whole passage in a
confusing light.

Here's the text of the Rambam's thoughts on nnij7 Ny'w from his
17 |n'o niiwn (quoted from Rabbi Yosef Qafih's translation):

N7 VY MY N7RY 7RUY M7 ni7 an imaTn mier N7y
NXT NX YNYI D'RI7N TN 112N XINY INKRY M N2TD X1 OND
D21y 12 0'0IdI1 7" 0M>DNn NITION TID XINY IN ,0DNYTNN
TAN2 7"T NN N2 MRY IND D'A7N IR 0O'WaL D'7IM
1120 "X L,NAIYN .DMYN N 7190 1NDWI .NaaN 111y D'0NTAI7N
DITN MY2 DIYATH TNX AN X778 'R 7" 0MDNY7 Xinw 770
NINA 1212V 12T NN 90N IR NTAWN 12T 7w 1770 N X'71
D'N7N NIN DNI7 17 QWX 1D 1D NI N7 DNNN 078 OYIE N0

.j750 172 DNNX

Question: His glory should teach us what to say to
someone who asks about Shiur Komah. Is it like those
who say that it is a book of the Karaites - and this was
heard (in the name of) his glory; or is it a secret from the
secrets of our sages containing great mysteries of
natural or Godly matters as our master Rabbeinu Hai of
blessed memory (wrote) in one of his publications on
Chagiga, and the heavenly reward (for studying such a
book) should be double?
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Response: I don't believe that (the book) in any way
came from the sages. It's nothing but a publication of
preachers in the cities of Edom and nothing more. To
sum up, destroying that book and eliminating the
memory of it's contents is a great mitzva: "The name of
other gods you should not mention." For (in the minds of
those who wrote that book) the one who has stature (
nnij7) without a doubt refers to foreign gods.

Nefesh Hachim Sha'ar 2, Chapter 12

Rabbi Chaim's theme in this chapter is that great people ignore
their own suffering and, instead, devote all their attention and
prayers to the parallel suffering of God. Without a doubt it's a
beautiful idea. His primary proof text is from the Gemara in
Brachos 31b, which he quotes in this passage:

N7V 779001 WOl NN X2 N7 NN nana 7'M Y NIl
wol NN AN NNYY XY Dan 7" .n7yn 1970 0NAT nantony
N"7N U770 1"V 779N07 07 NOOXN X71 Taan nyX nd'Y7win 1Moy
nwyIn n7yn 7 yxn 7y ' 197 an'7sn NaT antonw
N'ON NYN DAY OV 1NMNX D71 QYN ANY ANy XNy Nnnn

SNT7Y N7R 'R 7N 7R 1D n'7yn 1970 AT

And this that the rabbis explain (Brachos 31b)
concerning Chana "'And she was bitter of soul and she
prayed on God' that she pressed her words towards the
heavens." That is to say since she herself was bitter of
soul, with all that she cast her suffering away and saw
no reason to pray for it at all. Instead, she [pressed] the
words of her prayer before Him (Whose name should be
blessed) in regard to the suffering of heavens resulting
from her suffering. Therefore they say (ibid) that 'even
Moshe [pressed] his words towards the heavens...don't
read it as "to God" but as "on God."
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In my translation I placed the word "pressed" in brackets. This is
because that is the simplest translation for the word nn'on. But,
as far as I can tell, it's also not consistent with Rabbi Chaim's
interpretation. After all, he clearly uses it as though it means
"shift" or "transfer." (It should be noted that Rashi to Berachos
32a "nwj7 MNoND > N7 IW7 .n'on" does translate the word
as "throw," but the context over there clearly implies conflict and
accusation, rather than support.)

Let's see a few other places where the word is used, like Sukkah
53a:

NNY N'7yn 1970 DNAT DT DO 7R D71V7 QTY7X 20 Nl
117 111 Y'70'R1 N'7yn '970 02T N'ON 71T DTN

And Rabbi Eliezer said: a person should never press (
n'v!) his words towards heaven because a great man
pressed his words towards heaven and he was crippled.
Who was he? Levi.

Whatever n'o' means here, it's obviously not good, since it led to
Levi's injury and we're all warned not to do it. Rabbi Chaim, by
contrast, recommends all of us strive to act this way. Still,
though, while it would seem nnon is not an appropriate action,
this doesn't prove that Rabbi Chaim's actual translation is
strained. For that, we'll see Beitza 9a:

X NID DA N'ONYT7 NI ARND

One who sees (a man doing this) will say he's (doing it
to) plaster his roof.

I've never done it myself, but I imagine that one plasters a roof
by smoothing soft tar beneath a heavy tool of some sort. The
motion is one of pressing. Similarly, the gemara in Bava Kama
28b says:

2"N |2X2 IN'NI7Y N'0N DX 2'97

Therefore, if someone smashes his glass against the
stone (left illegally in a public place, the owner of the
stone) must (pay damages).
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Each of those sources suggest that nnon is an act of smashing
or, at least, pressing vigorously against a resisting counter force.
I'm really not sure how that word could be taken to mean some
kind of willing transfer for the comfort and benefit of a recipient
(G-d, in this case).

Nefesh Hachaim Sha'ar 1, Chapter 15

Concerning the theoretical possibility of G-d having some
physical quality (corporeality), Rabbi Chaim (quoting R' Chaim
Vital) wrote:

[[WXIN DTRI DTND 9 ]IN2 770 NDIDI NNINN NINXY 'RV,
NINWII IDINN Nj77N01 0NN NQ'0AI NNINXY7 DT XOND D717
[271 1912 N ANMXY7 NOTY D"y 1127 nwn 117 .1'7y NosIn 70

D'7'78N W'N X7

...That the Essence of (G-d’s) Existence does not enter at
all into the body of a human. But Adam before the sin
merited the Essence and, due to the sin, it was removed
from his midst and remained only hovering above him.
(All this is) besides for Moshe who merited to have the
Essence (of G-d) inside his body. For this reason, he is
called “man of G-d.”

I can't think of any way to read those words that won’t do
violence to the second of Rambam's 13 principles (that the unity
of G-d is infinitely simple and that He has no internal divisions).
And I'm just at a loss as to how the physical bodies of at least
two human beings (Adam and Moshe) could have encompassed
the "Essence of G-d." What am I missing?

But I'm also unsure what to do with Rabbi Chaim's proof text: "

D'778N WX X172 71" Is there really no other credible

interpretation of those words than that Moshe's body

encompassed G-d? Is it not far more likely that it means Moshe,

through his behavior and life's works, exhibited all the values

and principles taught by G-d and His Torah? How do those
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words prove Rabbi Chaim's idea? I understand that 7"rn
sometimes took verses out of context by way of xnonox, but
those sources weren't being used for proof (as evidenced by
frequent use of "¥n7ya Xnd>nox xj71").

Nefesh Hachaim Sha'ar 2, Chapter 2

In the context of prayer, Rabbi Chaim wrote:

77> DY DIv2A 1"N INNDY7 'R 'AMO 750 0N0 "1 0N Nninxy D
7NN vt L. T T 7w x7a Yoxt n'a n'in owa 17'9X
‘my DN nimMwnl 00N 7Y .N"Y9 NNTi7N2 NaIn TN niw7a

w"VI NN'O01 D'OwONNN 'IMxyn

For Atzmus Ain Sof (“the Essence of G-d without end”)
is the most hidden of all secrets and there’s no way to
describe Him in any way, even with the Name
“Havaya”...And this the Arizal wrote in his holy
language — brought in the introduction to Pri Eitz Chaim
— that all descriptions and names are (really just) names
of the essence that has spread among the sefiros.

What this appears to mean is that we shouldn't think about G-d
Himself during prayer and that, in fact, God Himself is not even
conscious of us. But we should instead focus on various names
that actually represent reflections whose actual "location" is the
sefiros.

Now before you accuse me of being naive and hopelessly
foolish, I hasten to add that I'm aware that Rabbi Chaim Vital is
the primary source of this idea - I've seen it in the original. And
I'm also aware of the possible implications of what I'm writing
(particularly in relation to the second and fifth of the Rambam's
principles). But that doesn't help me understand the concept
itself.

I must add that Sha'ar 2, Chapter 4 includes a note that's very
relevant to this discussion:

NTNIM NI D272 702 127 NIdIANE 079NN NN v :nnan
AN NIYI0A YIN'Z RIN D D900 NINXY7 1'N X7 NTNIM n0'o0Y7
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And that which is written in the focus (ni3) of our
prayers and blessings to focus each blessing a specific
focus on a specific sphere, that is not, G-d forbid, to say
(that we should focus on) the Essence of the sphere, for
that would be heresy.

I certainly agree. But how can we square that with what he wrote
above: "D'owonnn 'myxyn 'my Dn hmwial DMdn o 7Oow
nieo1"? And, as an side point, who wrote those ninan notes?
It's known that Nefesh Hachaim itself was only published after
Rabbi Chaim's death: could these have been added by the
publisher?

Nefesh Hachim Sha'ar 2, Chapter 4

There's one word in particular that's used a lot by Rabbi Chaim
that I've never really understood: 715122 (“were it possible™).

M "N TA7 N IMMyy 7y 71220 1'78 DMN2ATN 1INY X7 DINN
NNNAN D7 DY YD NIN7IVaN a7 71220 pasimi owsin
1221 DY DI IIM79N1 1INIDN2 702 1'"N INARNY 'R D ONT

7'70 D'71ya

However, it's not that we talk to Him - were it possible -
in relation to His essence (may it be blessed) alone, in a
way that's completely distinct and separate - were it
possible - from the worlds, the way it was before
creation. For if that were so, how could be refer to Him -
G-d forbid - with our blessings and prayers using a
name or reference at all?

Leaving aside some interesting issues surrounding the passage as
a whole, here's my immediate problem: if speaking directly to G-
d is somehow a theological problem - perhaps even forbidden -
then it's a problem. And if (as Tehilim 145:19 would suggest) it's
perfectly reasonable and permitted, then let's do it. But what
value is there in imposing a conditional ("were it possible")
status on a principle or belief? Is it possible or isn't it?
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