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Ho Lachmah Anya, Revisited

April 7, 2020

“This is the bread of poverty that was eaten by our ancestors in the land of Mitzrayim Anyone hungry — let
them come and eat! Anyone in need — let them come eat a Pesach! This year — here; The coming year — in
the land of Israel! This year — slaves; The coming year — free people!”

In previous years, some of us recited this paragraph ritually in well-guarded resort complexes, where the
poor — unless previously invited — could not possibly hear us. What guests we had were close friends and
family, most of them in similar economic situations to our own. The irony seemed stark. But it seems mild
in retrospect.

In all other years, the desperately and publicly poor were rarely known to us personally. and so ha lachma
anya’s idealistic framework seemed uncomfortable and unsafe. This year, we have gone to the other
extreme. Even our closest relatives and friends cannot join us, even though we are all in our own homes.
Every additional person makes us less safe, and it is loneliness that makes us uncomfortable.

Can we nonetheless make sense of reciting this paragraph to open the Haggadah? Let’s begin by
recognizing that the paragraph is structured chronologically — we start in Mitzrayim at the point of the
Exodus (“This is the bread our ancestors ate in the Land of Mitzrayim”), move to Israel during the Temple
period (““Anyone in need — let him come eat a Pesach”), acknowledge contemporary reality, and finally
express our hopes for the future. Our scripted invitation to the needy is a deliberate flashback to the
Temple period, when all Israel was camped out in Jerusalem, and the “haves” provided for those who
could not afford their own lamb for the Pesach sacrifice. It is not intended as a direct critique of Diaspora
practice.

Nonetheless, surely one purpose of the Pesach sacrifice was to create a circumstance in which each Jew of
means had direct responsibility for the poor. Can we maintain the spirit of the law when the letter remains
sadly out of reach?

In 2017, I wrote that “T don’t think the solution is necessarily open-air barbecue seders in public parks.
Chazal (Bava Batra 7b) recognize a legitimate tension between the right to privacy and the obligation to
remain accessible to the poor. Residents of a courtyard may legally compel each other to pay for the
construction of a gatehouse; yet Elijah the prophet stopped visiting one chasid’s courtyard once a
gatehouse was built, in protest against his exclusion of the poor. The proper balance between these values
depends on social and individual circumstances. In a perfect world, no one responds to the last-minute
Pesach invitation, because all the poor have already been provided for. We can recline in the privacy and
freedom of our houses and hotels without guilt, but only if we have done our part in advance to ensure
that the poor have the wherewithal to make their own sedarim.”

This year, we are more aware that it is not only the poor who need to be cared for before we can recline in
comfort. We need to take care of those who are alone, isolated, and terribly afraid, and also of the many
who are suddenly insecure about their economic and professional futures. Of the mourners who did not
have the opportunities for closure and communal comforting that our religion and community are
ordinarily so good at. And with the best of intentions, we cannot do that as well as we ordinarily would.

We can try. I have been enormously heartened and inspired by the responses to the various calls for
taking care of people who will be alone this yom tov. Our community has been led well — the RCBC
deserves special recognition, but rabbinic and lay leaders at every well have performed admirably.



While enormous practical and ethical challenges lie ahead, we can feel good about what we’ve done and
optimistic about what we do. Next year in a community where everyone has a comfortable and sheltering
seder to attend, and no Jew is left behind economically or emotionally.



Xy Xnn? Xn (from the Aryeh Klapper Haggadah, in progress)
April 10, 2017
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This is the bread of poverty that was eaten by our ancestors in the land of Mitzrayim
Anyone hungry — let them come and eat! Anyone in need — let them come eat a Pesach!
This year — here; The coming year — in the land of Israel!
This year — slaves; The coming year — free people!

In the United States, we generally recite this paragraph ritually in a locked house or apartment, or a
wellguarded resort complex, where the poor — unless previously invited — could not possible hear us. This
seems too ironic for words. But it is also true that we live in environments where the desperately and
publicly poor are rarely known to us personally, and so reasonable concerns of safety and privacy make
the idealistic framework set out here uncomfortable and likely unwise. Can we nonetheless make sense of
it? Let us begin by recognizing that the paragraph is structured chronologically — we start in Mitzrayim at
the point of the Exodus (“This is the bread our ancestors ate in the Land of Mitzrayim”), move to Israel
during the Temple period (““Anyone in need — let him come eat a Pesach”), acknowledge contemporary
reality, and finally express our hopes for the future. Our scripted invitation to the needy is a deliberate
flashback to the Temple period, when all Israel was camped out in Jerusalem, and the “haves” provided
for those who could not afford their own lamb for the Pesach sacrifice. It is not intended as a direct
critique of Diaspora practice. Nonetheless, surely one purpose of the Pesach sacrifice was to create a
circumstance in which each Jew of means had direct responsibility for the poor. Can we maintain the
spirit of the law when the letter remains sadly out of reach? I don’t think the solution is necessarily
open-air barbecue seders in public parks. Chazal (Bava Batra 7b) recognize a legitimate tension between
the right to privacy and the obligation to remain accessible to the poor. Residents of a courtyard may
legally compel each other to pay for the construction of a gatehouse; yet Elijah the prophet stopped
visiting one chasid’s courtyard once a gatehouse was built, in protest against his exclusion of the poor. The
proper balance between these values depends on social and individual circumstances. In a perfect world,
no one responds to the last-minute Pesach invitation, because all the poor have already been provided for.
We can recline in the privacy and freedom of our houses and hotels without guilt, but only if we have done
our part in advance to ensure that the poor have the wherewithal to make their own sedarim.
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Viral Ethics

Originally published in Times of Israel
March 13, 2020

Dear Friends,

The coronavirus epidemic is making social media more and more central to Jewish community. There will
be fresh voices and fresh ears in all our online spaces. We should take this opportunity to develop a more
robust Torah infrastructure for our virtual interactions.

Here is one suggestion: The rules of lashon hora hold us accountable not only for our own words, but also
for the reactions they foreseeably provoke in others. My mother a”’h loved to teach non-Jewish college
students about the prohibition against saying something good about somebody in contexts where that will
provoke others to speak ill of them.

Social media fosters precisely that kind of rekhilut — sharing hot takes or other material that stimulates
people to write heated and often nasty responses and counter-responses. These are often distortions or
hoaxes, but even when the OP is true, the Torah mandates that we consider whether sharing it serves a
constructive purpose.

As with all aspects of lashon hara, it is extremely difficult to create a community that supports this norm.
And as with all norms of lashon hora, it can be twisted to suppress dissent and discussion. But I think we
need to try.

Test case: Should you share this post? Doing so risks provoking some people to make comments that are
cynical or harmful with no constructive purpose. Yet allowing such people to control our communal
discourse creates a vicious spiral.

I encourage you to share it. I ask everyone who reads it to consider carefully how you express your
response, whether you agree or disagree. I ask everyone who reads the responses to consider carefully
how you respond to them. Please also consider how best to curate others’ responses on your own
timelines.

Best case scenario is that this conversation develops into a useful model for communal discourse going
forward.

Thank you very much for your consideration and cooperation.
Aryeh Klapper

Dean, Center for Modern Torah Leadership


https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/viral-ethics/

A Clarification of Sh’at Hadchak

Originally posted on Facebook
March 9, 2020

A brief and hopefully clarifying note on sh’at hadchak kebedieved dami with regard to listening to
megillah via electronic transmission. (Note: This draft has been changed in response to many cogent
comments from Summer Beit Midrash alums, and I expect that there are still many factors I haven’t paid
enough attention to.)

Bedieved means “once it’s already done”. In the context of DO mitzvot, this means that there is a better
way to do the mitzvah, but if one already did it in the bedieved way, then one has fulfilled one’s obligation.
Generally, you don’t need to do the mitzvah again even if you have the opportunity to do so.

Sh’at hadchak kebedieved dami means that in a situation of sh’at hadchak, one may or must intentionally
do the mitzvah in the bedieved way.

Sometimes, however, a way of doing the mitzvah is bedieved not because it’s objectively less than ideal,
but rather because some opinions hold that one does not fulfill the mitzvah that way at all. Ideally one
satisfies those opinions, but bedieved one can rely on the opinions that say it’s ok.

The term bedieved here does not reflect a single objective condition — it already happened — but rather
bedieved in this context means sh’at hadchak. It reflects a sliding scale — the more difficult the situation
is, the weaker or less authoritative a position you can rely on. In extremely difficult positions, one can rely
even on positions that, if you relied on them in an ordinary situation, we would require you to repeat the
mitzvah.

Perhaps the more relevant phrase for such situations is 7nTn nywa 1'7v 71M0'%7 1179 a0 XIN 'RTD, meaning
“Rabbi X is worthy of being relied on in a sh’at hadchak.” But that is not necessarily precise either, since it
seems to relate to the author of a position rather than to the position itself.

So we may not have a perfect phrase for saying that in extreme circumstances, one can rely on positions
that in ordinary circumstances are not sufficient even bedieved.

The halakhic consensus as I understand it is that in ordinary circumstances, a person who heard the
megillah via an electronic transmission would be required to hear it again. They did not fulfill their
obligation even bedieved. However, there is a position that one can fulfill one’s obligation in that way. (I
am bracketing the question of whether that position would extend equally to all forms of transmission) If I
am correct, allowing one to hear the megillah via electronic transmission constitutes reliance on a person
or position in a sh’at hadchak, and not an instance of treating a sh’at hadchak as if the act were already
done.

The nafka minahs, or practical imports, are that

a) one may not rely on an electronically transmitted megillah reading for reasons other than the health
concerns that specifically generated this heter (or other circumstances that rise to the same extreme sh’at
hadchak level);

b) those with health concerns should if possible find a way to hear the megillah read live from a kosher
megillah in circumstances that don’t raise those concerns; and

¢) communities should make every effort to provide such opportunities even if they are also livestreaming.
(If communities simply cannot meet the demand, that would constitute a sh’at hadchak. Communities
must also consider the ethics of situations in which some people have access to megillahs/readers and
others don’t.)


https://www.facebook.com/aryeh.klapper/posts/2539789722946727

This does not mean that people who have been determined to be at risk, or to potentially pose a risk to
others, should attend public readings. They must not. People under quarantine who show up at shul
should be told to leave, in absolute terms, and told that they are engaging in utterly forbidden and
incredibly selfish behavior. If they refuse, they should be identified to the appropriate synagogue
authorities, who should have them removed.



In Halakhic Emergencies, Break Glass and Then Read Directions Carefully

March 13, 2020

The Purim coronavirus crisis generated numerous public statements that the mitzvah of hearing the
megillah could be fulfilled via a livestream. Coincidentally, after the publication of my Facebook post
clarifying the difference between sh’at hadchak and bedieved, many of those statements were updated to
say that livestreaming was sufficient only when no live option was available. Really what they meant to say
was that livestreaming might be sufficient to fulfill the mitzvah, and that public and private health
concerns required us to rely on that possibility when no safe in-person option was available.

Maybe they were right the first time? Rav Moshe Feinstein’s three responsa on the subject seem to state
clearly that it seems more likely than not that one can fulfill the megillah by hearing it via microphone or
telephone.

Rav Moshe is hesitant to permit this in practice because of social policy concerns. Such concerns should
not affect the underlying halakhic question of whether one’s obligation has been fulfilled. If changed
circumstances have obviated Rav Moshe’s concerns, or if one simply doesn’t share those concerns, then
his position should be an adequate basis for relying on livestreaming in non-emergency situations.

I disagree with this read of Rav Moshe. This claim arises from an imprecise reading of Rav Moshe’s
responsa, which are carefully nuanced and jurisprudentially sophisticated. Let’s take a look at them in
some detail (complete texts with my translation are available here).

The opening paragraph of Igrot Moshe OC2:108 states that “it is inappropriate ("Ix1 |'R) to read the
megillah so that people will hear via microphone.” Rabbi Feinstein then denies a report that he had
previously ruled that one need not object (072 ninn% |'X) to people who do this.

In the body of the responsum, however, Rav Moshe rejects his correspondent’s confident assumption that
one cannot fulfill one’s obligation via microphone, because the sound is produced by something which is
not itself obligated in the mitzvah. Rav Moshe contends that the microphonic sound is more likely than
not considered to be the voice of the human speaker. He furthermore is not certain that it is physically
correct to say that the microphone produces an independent voice. He concludes:

For this reason it is possible that one should not object (ninn? j'x) on halakhic grounds to those
who wish to read the megillah via microphone,

and there is no risk of corrupting other mitzvot such as shofar and Torah reading on Shabbat
and yom tov, because it is forbidden to speak into a microphone on Shabbat and yom tov,

and regarding mitzvot of speech on weekdays, if they were also to read via microphone, if one
should not object regarding megillah — all the more so (one should not object) to these.

However, since the matter is not unequivocally permitted, and this is a new matter entirely (y'v
77031 wTn),

one should object (ninn7 v') in order to restrain them from chasing after other novelties, which
they are ardently attracted to in these lands, as Your Honor wrote.

Rav Moshe formally presents the issue as whether one must object to synagogues that read the megillah
via microphone. His conclusion is that one must, but on social policy rather than halakhic grounds. Our
question is whether this means that on pure halakhic grounds he endorses the position.

On first blush the answer is yes, since he states that it is more likely correct than not.


https://moderntoraleadership.wordpress.com/2020/03/13/in-halakhic-emergencies-break-glass-and-then-read-directions-carefully/
https://www.facebook.com/aryeh.klapper/posts/2539789722946727
https://drive.google.com/file/d/17qEjafg95mU3qncjpBBjzX3e7Ep-LEeB/view?usp=sharing

But on second thought, maybe not. There are at least three other teshuvot in which Rav Moshe states that
an answer is more likely correct than not, and nonetheless frames the halakhah as “One should not object”
rather than as “One may act so”:

1. 0OC1:93 — The more likely correct position for a Shabbat blech is that covering the fire is
sufficient, and one need not cover the controls. Therefore one can be lenient bish’at
hadchak and need not object to people who rely on this position in ordinary situations.

2. OC 2:84 — The more likely correct position is that attaching things by sticking a needle
through them is permitted on Shabbat. This position is certainly correct regarding diapers,
where the attachment is necessarily temporary. However, one should not object to women
who attach jewelry this way, even though the attachment may last.

3. OC 4:62 — The more likely correct position regarding Shabbat ending time is that of Arukh
HaShulchan, and therefore one should not object to people who rely on it. But perhaps it is
appropriate to be stringent and account for the conflicting positions.

What emerges from these cases is that Rav Moshe uses “more likely correct than not” for positions that he
would choose where a choice is necessary, but that he would rather have people play it safe and avoid
choosing. However, he believes that one cannot object to people who make the choice even when
choosing is unnecessary. Applying those rules to our case, he would prefer that people not rely on hearing
the megillah via microphone, but if someone had already heard it via microphone, he would tell them not
to make the berakhot if they read it for themselves later. Not quite endorsement, but pretty close.

However, careful attention to Rav Moshe’s language in OC 2:108 reveals an additional wrinkle. In
addition to the language of “more likely correct than not,” Rav Moshe offers another ground for not
issuing a definitive ruling:

UTN 'V KINEND7 N R 1D
since the matter is not unequivocally permitted, and this is a new matter

The phrase inyan chadash also appears in YD 3:30, where the issue is whether placing items in a steam
oven constitutes the method of koshering known as hag’alah. Rav Moshe states that it seems reasonable
that this works. However, because it is a new matter that never came before the rishonim, he permits it
only for items that are clean, have been unused for 24 hours. are not generally used for sharp foods. He
also states that one should not be lenient even to that extent for Pesach koshering, because even “negative
absorbed taste” is forbidden. All this seems more definitive and less positive than his rulings in the three
cases above that do not involve a “new matter.” Moreover, the hesitations here are not connected in any
way to fears of sociological impact.

Like our case, YD 3:30 is a new matter because it involves new technology. I suggest that Rav Moshe
regards rulings about unprecedented technology as inherently tentative. One might have misunderstood
the reality, or misjudged the stakes, or erred in some other crucial way. The ruling in such cases will be to
avoid choosing among positions if at all possible.

This insight helps explain two confusing elements of a different teshuvah regarding microphones.

In OC 4:91:4, dated 5732, Rav Moshe rules that a hospitalized woman should hear havdalah by phone if
no in-person option is available, and cites his psak in OC2:208 as precedent. But he adds two surprising
things.

1) Havdalah is like all other weekday speech mitzvot in this regard, except for keriyat Sh’ma
and Birkat HaMazon. One must object to anyone setting out to fulfill the Shema and Birkat
HaMazon via microphone.
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If Rav Moshe endorses the position that hearing via microphone fulfills one’s obligation, why
should one object in those two cases?

2) One must answer Amen to blessings heard via telephone or microphone out of doubt = misafek.
Why is this considered a doubt? If it is more likely true than not, we have a majority = rov!

I suggest that the answer to both questions is that Rav Moshe had a sort of metadoubt about all rulings
issued with regard to new scientific realities. Such rulings may seem “more likely than not,” but the overall
odds never go above 50%, i.e. never escape the category safek. Therefore: One should object to the use of
microphones to fulfill Biblical commandments, such as keriat shema and birkat hamazon. (Havdalah is
only Biblical when it actually ends Shabbat for you; once you've said atah chonantanu or barukh
hamavdil ben kodesh lechol it becomes Rabbinic.)

In OC 4:126, dated 5740, Rav Moshe returns to the question of whether one can hear the megillah via
microphone. A school knew that when its beit knesset was packed, as for example to hear the megillah,
the female students could not hear without a microphone. They had the option of delaying the reading
until the cafeteria was cleaned up, and having two smaller minyanim, or else of using the microphone.
Rav Moshe insisted that they delay the reading despite what he acknowledges as a “slight dchak,” without
detailing his rationale.

Delaying the megillah means delaying the breakfast. So Rav Moshe imposes a high standard to be
considered a sufficient sh’at hadchak to allow reliance on microphones. Since he does not mention
sociological concerns here, his concerns presumably are genuinely halakhic. This demonstrates again that
his psak in this context was tentative.

In other words — forced to choose, Rav Moshe chose the position that hearing the megillah by microphone
or telephone was sufficient. But he tried to avoid the choice whenever possible, He took a much stronger
position against relying on technology for Biblical mitzvot, and emphasized that Amen is answered out of
doubt, because he understood that changes in scientific understanding, halakhic understanding, and
reality might reveal that his evaluation was wrong. He was trying to rule as necessary in the
moment while avoiding setting a precedent.

In the forty years since Rav Moshe’s third teshuvah, the world has changed enormously. Wireless
connections and digital signal processing mean that we are dealing with completely different technology
than he discussed. His notion that the propagation of sound waves (which he is somewhat skeptical of) is
no different than the transformation of speech into bits seems off. He never discusses systems where
microphones generate sound through multiple speakers handling different frequencies. The internet and
virtual reality have radically different social roles.

For all these reasons, I think that Rav Moshe’s position is a weak reed to build on. In a truly extreme sh’at
hadchak such as mass quarantines, it can still be relied on. But the halakhic dialogue about fulfilling
mitzvot via electronic transmission or other forms of virtual reality should begin from first principles.
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(How) Does Halakhah Take Economic and Other Inequalities into Account?
March 20, 2020

The Talmud (Moed Qattan 27a-b) records a series of rabbinic decrees made to protect the dignity of the
poor in the contexts of burial and bereavement. For example, “Originally, when they brought (food) to
houses of mourning, the rich would use baskets of silver or gold, while the poor used baskets of peeled
willow twigs.” Rabban Gamliel led by example and ordered that his own burial shrouds be plain linen. The
concluding Mishnah of Masekhet Taanit teaches similarly that the daughters of Jerusalem all wore
borrowed white dresses to the public celebrations of 15 Av “so as not to embarrass she who had none.”

However, this does not mean that halakhah always prioritizes the dignity of the poor above other values.
Mishnah Bikkurim 3:8 records that “The rich brought their bikkurim in baskets of silver or gold, while the
poor brought them in baskets of peeled willow twigs.” Tosafot Yom Tov asks: Doesn’t this embarrass the
poor? Why didn’t they decree that the rich had to use willow baskets, as they did regarding mourners?
Some suggest that the honor of the Temple took precedence. Maybe halakhah is most interested in the
dignity of poor mourners, or would-be brides. Or perhaps the Rabbis left bikkurim alone because the
baskets were given to the kohanim, and therefore the rich paid directly and proportionately for their
ostentation.

The modern equivalents of gold and silver baskets may be etrogim from family trees descended directly
from King David’s, or matzot made so labor-intensively that they are worth their weight in gold. These
extravagant products may support businesses that employ many people who would otherwise be poor.
The risks are that the poor may be embarrassed to eat their machine matzahs or carry their asymmetrical
etrogim, and disengage from the community, or worse, that the non-rich will be driven to spend
unsustainable sums on mere halakhic baubles.

All these are cases where halakhah clearly requires nothing beyond the capacity of the poor. What
happens, however, when baseline halakhah becomes too heavy a burden on the poor, so that they need
to avail themselves of halakhic leniencies? Do the non-poor have a right to keep baseline halakhah, even if
that will embarrass the poor, or should halakhic authorities — as best they can — seek to compel everyone
to adopt the relaxed standard? (Note that Deborah Klapper argues that the same question often arises in
the context of disabilities, as for example use of Shabbat elevators.) Is it a Torah value to ensure that the
poor can freely invite the rich to meals, or to borrow their lulavim?

A fascinating responsum from the year 1852 addressed this issue head-on. Rabbi Yaakov Meir ben
Chayyim Padua, Rabbi of Brisk, was asked to allow the eating of a type 7"7ava (=?chickpeas?), a type of
kitniyot, because the poor would find little else to eat otherwise. Likely there was a potato shortage. Rabbi
Padua easily reaches the conclusion that this is permissible for the poor. He then goes further:

If you were to say: Here too we will say this because circumstances are pressing (sh’at hadchak),
so let us permit this exclusively for the poor who have nothing else to eat, but not for the burghers
or the rich —

It would be improper to do this, because in truth there is no intrinsic prohibition, or even trace of
a prohibition, in this (eating Kkitniyot), just (it was prohibited) for some reason they had, that one
might come to error or something else (see Pri Chadash 453), and if we permit it for the poor and
not the rich — the poor will have their joy of yom tov removed, because they will say: “There is
something prohibited about this, but they permitted it to them because of the pressure of
circumstances,” and they will be denied the joy of yom tov,

We find that Chazal were afraid of such consequences, as they say in Tractate Niddah “If so, his
heart (conscience) will trouble him and he will separate (from his wife) and not fulfill the
commandment of procreation” —
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so too here, if we permit for the poor alone, some of the G-d-fearing will have their hearts trouble
them, and they will avoid eating 7'72v2, and thus they will be denied the joy of yom tov.
(Teshuvot Maharim miBrisk 48)

Rav Dovid Tzvi Hoffman makes a similar argument in Responsa Melameid L’Hoil 1:58 (the responsum is
undated, so late 19th-early 20th century). German public schools met on Saturday. Rich Jewish parents
could afford tutors for their children to make up the material missed, but the poor would fail if they were
absent. Rabbi Hoffman writes:

You might suggest that the Jew should hire a private tutor to teach his child the material covered
in school on Shabbat. Unfortunately, because of our many sins most Jews are poor and
incapable of affording the expense of a private tutor for the Shabbat material. Therefore, since
the learning is a prerequisite for making a living, it is certainly considered a “slight mitzvah” and
universally considered permitted, just like arranging an apprenticeship for a child is permitted in
Shulkhan Arukh Orach Chayyim 307:5.

I say further that there are places where even those who can afford a private tutor would do
better to send their children to school on Shabbat just as the poor people are compelled to do. An
example would be those places where many of our nation, because of our many sins, desecrate
the Shabbat by writing, and Jewish students who don’t write on Shabbat are rare. If there are
more Jewish students committed to not writing on Shabbat, their hands will be strengthened —
“they will help one another and say to each other: “Be strong!” If the G-d-fearing students are
few, though, we must be concerned that — Heaven forbid — they will not withstand this test of
their commitment. Certainly at least the weakest of them will falter. It is appropriate for the
rich to do something that doesn’t even amount to a “small prohibition” in order to save their
Jewish brethren from “great prohibitions.”

I don’t mean to say that Maharim miBrisk or Rav Hoffman were necessarily correct in their rulings, or
that they expressed a dispositive halakhic principle. For example, Maharim MiBrisk’s ruling was lovingly
criticized by Rabbi Malkiel Tenenbaum (Divrei Malkiel 1:28) writing in response to a potato shortage in
1880. Rabbi Tenenbaum permits all kitniyot, but only for the poor.

Since the whole basis of the leniency we have explained with Heaven’s help is the pressure and
compulsion of circumstances — therefore one may not permit except for the poor who endure
that pressure, and not for the rich, and everyone who can make the effort not to eat kitnityot
without experiencing that pressure is certainly forbidden to eat kitniyot.

But Rabbi Tenenbaum then provides another reason for insisting that the rich share the halakhic lot of the
poor:

But according to what we are told, the gaon Maharim miBrisk spoke well in accordance with his
times, when food was enormously expensive and there was no money, and certainly that
tzaddik realized that there were many people who were ashamed to proclaim their poverty, and
kept up the appearance of wealth, so that it would be humiliating for them to eat kitniyot, and
they would instead endure the humiliation of hunger on yom tov — therefore he garbed himself
in righteousness, as befit him and commanded that all of them eat, as this almost touched on
pikuach nefesh according to what I've heard of the great expensiveness and hunger of that time,
and in such circumstances we can say that “Better for a chaver to violate a lighter prohibition,
etc. (= if he thereby prevents an am haaretz from violating a greater prohibition).”

Our ongoing crisis will pose many similar dilemmas. Challenges of supply may put inflationary pressure
on Pesach products (although so far the news is good), and people who have for years been treated by
relatives to Pesach vacations will now be forced to make their own sedarim, and find it hard to maintain
the yom tov dignity that they are accustomed to. For example, my grandfather z”1 refused to join us at the
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YU Sukkah for yom tov the year after they switched to serving on disposable dishes. Yet I don’t have
Pesach china, or Pesach dishwashers.

Perhaps more seriously, the halakhic options available to the elderly and the immunosuppressed, or the
quarantined, may become very different than those available to the rest of us. Specifically with regard to
mourners, can we say that they must rely on options for kaddish that would be insufficient for the rest of
us? Perhaps yes; perhaps this is an opportunity to correct the magical thinking that has arisen around
kaddish. But no such arguments would have applied to the megillah, or will to Birkat Kohanim on yom
tov. But perhaps we are less concerned outside the sphere of mourning?

Each halakhic issue in any case requires separate treatment. I hope only to have shown that poskim can

and should think about class distinctions and other social consequences as they help us navigate these
challenging times.
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Fighting COVID-19 through Each Amidah Blessing
By Rabbi Judah Kerbel (SBM ‘15)

March 26, 2020

Originally published in Times of Israel

Every Rosh Ha-Shannah and Yom Kippur, we declare that three things can overturn an awful decree:
repentance, prayer, and charity. While Rambam and Ramban famously disputed whether our thrice daily
prayers constitute a mitzvah d’oraita (positive commandment), all would agree that in a time of distress,
in a time of desperation, it is a mitzvah to pray. Many of us are limited in our ability to actively wipe out
the novel coronavirus or cure those who are ill, but our expression of prayer is one aid we can turn to in
order to do our share to fight the spread of this virus. It is a religious imperative to pray at a time of
disaster and plague (Rambam Ta’aniyot 1:1; Shulhan Arukh Orah Hayim 576:5). In a time where we need
to connect with and come closer with God, tefillah can be that instrument.

Tefillah for many is the most natural way to have a conversation with God. While text is fixed no matter
the circumstance, different situations and context may inform the intention behind the blessing in
different ways. On any given day, I personally try to use the blessings of the Amidah as an opportunity to
frame the various issues I encounter in life. The current crisis, found in the pandemic of the novel
coronavirus, not only creates a requirement for prayer but also inspires the way through which we recite
the blessings of the Amidah.

What follows is a short kavannah for each blessing of the Amidah. Some blessings lend themselves to
obvious connections; others may be more of a stretch. If even some of these speak to you, great; hopefully
they will at least provide a springboard for framing the urgency of the moment in the context of prayer.

1. Awvot — as we approach You, we know that You are in charge of this world and that we stand in
front of You. Your deeds are great in a way that we cannot begin to describe. You are inherently a
gomeil chasadim tovim, You bestow acts of loving-kindness. Just as You were the “shield of
Abraham,” You are our shield. I believe in God’s propensity for kindness and protection.

2. Gevurot (Divine Might) — The virus is a manifestation of the fact that God is in control of this
world and, through a microscopic species, possesses ultimate power. At the same time, God is
rofei cholim, as God heals the ill. Once those who are ill are healed, God will be matir assurim—
we will be able to emerge from the prisons of quarantines and social distancing.

3. Kedusha (Holiness) — u-kedoshim b’chol yom yehalelucha, selah! (and the holy ones praise You
daily, Selah!) Even though we are not able to gather to say kedusha, the holy Jewish people are
still able to pray from home and continue to pray on a daily basis. We will not cease our service of
God!

4. Da’at (Knowledge) — we need a lot of wisdom at this moment. Please grant insight to scientists
and medical professionals to assist them in developing vaccines and treatment for this novel
coronavirus. Please grant wisdom to all of us to make the right decisions in a time of great
uncertainty.

5. Teshuva (Repentance) — “Bring us back, our Father, to Your Torah” — allow us to return to our
batei midrash and yeshivot to learn Torah together. “Draw us near, Our King, to Your service” —
allow us to return to the place where we serve you, in our shuls! “Bring us back to You in full
‘teshuva’” — may we come back to the way things are supposed to be because that is what You
want.’

! See Rabbi Menachem Penner’s comments here: https://www.facebook.com/yakov.horowitz/videos/1901170853348245/
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Selicha (Forgiveness) — the human condition is that we are flawed, and therefore, we do not live
forever. Yet, even if we are deserving of punishment, please forgive us and accept our efforts to be
better human beings.

Ge’ulah (Redemption) — “look on our affliction” — look at all of the suffering throughout the
world and feel our pain. “Plead our cause” — not just to empathize with our suffering, but to be on
our team. And “redeem us soon for Your name’s sake” — so that we can all be healthy and serve
you wholeheartedly.

Refuah (Healing) — the lists of those in need of healing grow longer and longer. Help us cut
down those lists by granting a full recovery to those infected by the virus. “Heal us, Lord, and we
shall be healed. Save us and we shall be saved” — only You, in Your great compassion, have the
power to grant a complete healing.

Birkat Ha-Shanim (Prosperity) — due to the viral nature of this disease, many are forced to not
work and have lost their livelihood. Please grant those who are suffering economic challenges
blessing and prosperity soon!

Kibbutz Galuyot (Ingathering of Exiles) — as this pandemic has become a global crisis, we are
not able to travel. Many who make the pilgrimage to Eretz Yisrael during Pesach will not be able
to. Gather us soon so that we can visit Your holy land and support the State of Israel.

Hashavat Ha-Mishpat (Restore justice) — “restore our judges as at first and our counselors as
at the beginning” — Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch wrote that “our people need leaders, men who
will champion truth.”?Please grant our leaders the courage to lead us through difficult times that
take great coordination and vision in order to protect us.

Birkat Ha-Minim (Against Enemies) — the novel coronavirus is the greatest enemy of the
human race at this moment. Destroy it and remove it without delay so that we may all merit to
live and serve You faithfully!

Tzaddikim (The Righteous) — have compassion on the righteous and pious among us, that they
will not receive undue suffering. May we all merit to be counted among them.

Binyan Yerushalayim (Rebuilding Jerusalem) — it is even more painful to not have a Beit
Ha-Mikdash during a time of distress like this. Your Holy Temple is meant to serve as a place of
prayer for all people, and this is a time period during which all nations of the world need to reach
You. May we merit soon to have Your divine Presence so we can reach You more directly.

Malkhut Beit David (Kingdom of David) — “for yearn for Your salvation all day.” This blessing
speaks of the coming of Mashiach. We are told that he will come either “be’itah,” in its proper
time, or “achishena,” God will hurry His coming. Whether this pandemic comes to an end after its
proper or course or through God’s more direct intervention, may that time come sooner than
later. May we be redeemed from a sorrowful world sooner than later.

We may not always properly yearn for salvation, but now is a time we yearn to be all together in a
rebuilt Jerusalem performing the korban Pesach, paschal sacrifice.

Shema Koleinu (Hear our Prayers) — God, we are desperate for this to come to an end. Please
listen to the voices of those who are sick. Please listen to the voices of those who have family and
friends who are sick. Please listen to the voices of those who are suffering in isolation. Have mercy
and compassion on us during this difficult time, and “do not turn us away empty-handed from
Your presence.”

? As cited in the Koren Ani Tefillah Siddur, ed. Rabbi Dr. Jay Goldmintz, p. 325.

16



17. Avodah (Temple Service) — we do not offer sacrifices anymore, but “instead of bulls we offer the
prayer of our lips” (Hosea 14:3). May our prayers be acceptable to you as are sacrifices. May the
recital of Pitum Ha-Ketoret take the place of offering incense in order to stop this plague.

18. Hoda’ah (Thanksgiving) — Even in the midst of crisis, we are thankful for everything we do have.
We are thankful for every moment we have to live. For every person who recovers from the virus.
For whatever unintended blessings may come out of this difficult time. Our lives are entrusted to
you, and we thank You for every small miracle we may experience.

19. Peace — may this be a time where the world comes together. Where our leaders come together.
May we have peace in our homes, as we spend more time in close quarters with our family. May
we have inner peace during a time that provokes anxiety and uncertainty.

“May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart find favor before You, Lord my Rock and
Redeemer” (Psalms 19:15).3

3 Some translations, by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, adapted from theKoren Ani Tefillah Siddur.
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Prayer for Medical Workers
By Rabbi Stephen Belsky (SBM ‘12)
Originally published on Facebook
March 26, 2020

I was asked, so here is a prayer for the medical workers and researchers on the front lines of treating the
afflicted and finding a cure for the COVID19 coronavirus pandemic

May the One who blessed our ancestors,
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,
Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah;
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who healed Miriam the Prophet, Hezekiah King of Judah, Naaman the Aramean General, and the waters

of Marah and Elisha's pottage;
bless, guard, strengthen, and embolden

the emergency responders, the nurses, and the doctors,

and all those who work in the field of medicine and treatment

who risk their lives

to save the lives of human beings, Gd's creations,

standing between the living and the dead to stop the plague.

God, our shelter and strength! Help in times of trouble, always accessible!

Heal us, God, and we will be healed; rescue us, and we will be rescued; for You are our praise!
Just as you taught Moses our Teacher to craft the bronze serpent,

and Aaron the Priest to offer incense before you,

please, God, please, grant, please, wisdom in the hearts and minds of all the scientists and researchers

to find a remedy for this plague,

and please, bestow a spirit of loyalty and compassion upon the leaders of all states
to preserve the peace of nations and the health of peoples —
so that all of us may merit to behold that day when all inhabitants of the Earth will dwell in safety,


https://www.facebook.com/sebelsky/posts/10103883696727502

and the Earth will be full of the knowledge of God as water fills the seas.
For You are good to all, and have compassion on all Your handiwork;
You heal the sick of all flesh, performing wonders.

May such be Your will,

and let us say, amein.
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Facing the Halakhic Challenges of the Current Crisis

March 27, 2020

The ongoing Covid-19 crisis presents our community with innumerable practical challenges. As with all
political leadership, halakhic crisis management depends on effective communication as well as effective
action. Led by the superbly Nachshonian RCBC, local and national Modern Orthodox leadership has done
a superb job of communicating the absolute priority of social distancing. There have also been many
substantive halakhic opinions issued on narrower issues. But the effectiveness of those opinions has
sometimes been limited by challenges of communication.

Let me start with an example that is about the context of halakhah, rather than about halakhah itself.
There have been many statements about the safety of mikvaot, and therefore the permissibility of
immersion, for women who are not at high risk. These properly include caveats that our information
about the virus is constantly being updated, which justifies the exclusion of high-risk women.

This is very important. But there are other issues that also must be dealt with. An excellent Israeli
directive began with the following:

A woman who feels terrified by the necessity to go to mikveh — is not obligated to
immerse.

Her life and peace of mind come before all.

From a halakhic perspective, she of course remains in a condition of prohibition until she next
immerses.

Together with this, I will try to explain, as one who is in charge of the mikvaot of X, why in my
humble opinion immersion in the mikvah is secure with a high degree of likelihood.

This creates an entirely different tone. It expresses a sensitivity to the possibility of spousal coercion, and
validates a woman’s right to make their own judgments about safety. It makes clear that trust must be
earned rather than assumed. This makes it much more likely that trust will be earned. And that trust will
be greatly needed.

At the same time, even this statement has no long-term plan for a community in which many women feel
that the mikvaot are genuinely unsafe, let alone for the couples in which the women are being specifically
told that they should not go, with no prospect of short-term change. There is also a possibility that
experiencing the mikvah under hazmat conditions will be immensely stressful for a significant number of
women, with long-term effects.

We also need a plan that can survive our being wrong a few times, as we inevitably will be. Some mikvah
somewhere will likely become at least a suspected vector of infection at some point. What resources will
we have to demonstrate that it is an anomaly, and that just about every mikvah is in fact punctiliously
carrying out recommended best practices? I personally am reeling from the number of infections in Israel
attributed to Purim celebrations.

There may be no such plan. But we also cannot casually expect mass religious heroism. In the absence of
confidence that we have a humanly realistic plan, people will embrace other plans that seem humanly
realistic, even if we strongly doubt their halakhic bona fides.

A major challenge here is that halakhah has a strong preference for dealing with exceptions to standard
law in a private, case-by-case fashion. There are good reasons for that — making public exceptions
weakens the law and leniencies are often abused. Keeping leniencies individual enables poskim to be more
flexible in each case. But I suspect there is a tipping point at which everyone knows that there will have to
be so many exceptions that a public rule is necessary.
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It would be helpful if we could effectively teach ROSH’s idea that some halakhic positions are totally out of
bounds — except in emergencies. ROSH held that a dried out lulav was Biblically invalid under ordinary
circumstances, but that when literally no other lulav was obtainable, one could make a blessing on a dried
out lulav. One would be perfectly justified in denouncing someone who counseled the use of a desiccated
lulav in an ordinary year. But what if there’s a legitimate reason to fear that no lulavim will be available
this year? The Raavad disagreed strongly with ROSH, and the Beit Yosef compromised — yes wave the
lulav, but no berakhah. We need at least to make that compromise comprehensible to people (and for
ourselves as well, clarify how it plays out with regard to DON’Ts).

The dispute among ROSH, RAAVAD, and Beit Yosef is also key to many of the conversations about virtual
ritual. Almost everyone agrees that virtual davening communities do not have the depth of connection and
spirituality of in-person communities. Almost everyone agrees that if we could allow mourners to say
kaddish now, without fear that next year’s mourners would be much likely to show up in person, we
would. The question is whether it’s possible to allow it now without the laity drawing the lesson that in
principle it’s good enough.

Crisis leniencies often face another tension. State the actual standard for leniency, and many people who
desperately need that leniency, are perhaps even required to use it, will refuse to. State a lower standard,
and of course many people will use it who should not be permitted to.

Last week’s dvar Torah discussed this question with regard to relaxing the prohibition against kitniyot for
the poor in a time of scarcity. Maharim MiBrisk held that it was necessary to relax the prohibition for all,
lest the poor feel stigmatized and fail to have the halakhically required joy of yom tov. Divrei Malkiel
disagreed. However, Divrei Malkiel conceded that in an economic crisis, many of the genteel poor, who
were keeping up the appearances of their past condition, would refuse to take advantage of leniencies if
that required acknowledging their poverty. He therefore conceded that in such a crisis Maharim MiBrisk’s
position would be justified.

This dynamic underlies the conversation about ZOOM seders and communication devices over a
three-day yom tov. We all understand that three days without human contact on yom tov will pose a
severe health challenge to some of our most vulnerable community members. If we publicly set the
standard for leniency as medically verified risk of suicide, not many people will use it unjustifiably.
However, it is equally certain that many people who are at risk will refuse to use it. They may be in denial
about the severity of their condition (and for that reason may not even have a therapist). Or they may be
unwilling to admit their condition to others. A specific aspect of permitting electronic communication is
that it requires coordination with a second party. I can’t ask you to ZOOM your seder unless we both
classify it as pikuach nefesh.

On the other hand, we also all understand that separating families at the seder will cause enormous and
profound unhappiness. If we set the standard for leniency at risk of great sadness, many people will use it
who cannot plausibly be classified as in danger. Some rabbis may think that the lower standard is proper.
But those who don’t cannot escape choosing between Scylla and Charybdis.

This is a halakhic tension. But the fundamental issue is whether we can communicate one of these
positions effectively enough that mostly the right people use the leniency without guilt, while the wrong
ones don’t use it at all.

It might help to think about setting up two committees. The first would discuss ways of credibly certifying
the Covid-19 precautions of specific mikvaot. The second would engage in halakhic disaster planning.
What if mikvaot become actually unsafe? What if we have a dramatic rise in marital unhappiness? What if
the first days of yom tov show a dramatic spike in severe depression? Each of these committees must
include representative men and women, as well as both halakhists and professionals or volunteers who
can credibly convey the concerns and reaction of the community to proposed rulings. If we eschew a
formal structure, we need to find ways to ensure that we have the conversations informally.
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My belief is that having these conversations will yield both better policy and better communication.
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How to Save Lives During a Three-Day Yom Tov?
Originally Published in Times of Israel
April 2, 2020

Pikuach nefesh (=lifesaving) pushes aside almost all prohibitions, including those of Shabbat
and Yom Tov.

There are at least four ways that social isolation can create pikuach nefesh
situations during the upcoming three-day yom tov.

1. People at high risk of death from COVID-19 may risk infection in order to spend time with family

or friends
2. People may risk infecting others in order to spend time with family or friends

3. People may become directly suicidal or develop very severe mental illness, such as clinical
depression

4. People may become ill and unable to care for themselves

Halakhah should be decided in the ways that IN PRACTICE minimizes the overall
risk to life posed by these factors.

As secondary factors, poskim must take into account at least three other values:
1. Minimizing the number of UNNECESSARY violations of Shabbat and Yom Tov
2. Preserving an immediate Yom Tov and Shabbat atmosphere of simchah and kedushah

3. Preventing long-term damage to the Yom Tov and Shabbat atmosphere of our community

Halakhic decisions can be made “wholesale” or “retail.” Some issues are best decided on a
communal level. For example, following the lead of the RCBC, the Boston Orthodox rabbinate
and many others forbade all public ritual. These are examples of effective “wholesale” psakim.
Poskim may similarly choose to issue across-the-board leniencies where any limitations or
restrictions will inevitably cause people to act in ways that risk lives.

However, this does not mean that all of halakhah is presumptively suspended during the current
crisis. For example: based on pikuach nefesh, one may violate even Biblical prohibitions to fulfill
the desires of a choleh sheyesh bo sakkanah (=deathly ill person). The reason for this is that we
assume that anything which soothes the mind of a deathly ill patient may contribute to their
longevity. However, not everyone who is in danger is a choleh. For example, if I see someone
walking obliviously toward a railroad crossing, I cannot feed them a cheeseburger just because
they ask for one.

Another important distinction is that preventive measures do not ALWAYS rise to the level of
pikuach nefesh. Halakhah does not ban all risk in life, nor require us to spend all our efforts and
make all our choices with only longevity in mind. This is true both individually and communally.
Psak regarding preventive measures depends on the extent of risk, the reasonableness of the
contention that violating the prohibition will lower that risk, and the degree of prohibition.

These distinctions are key to the conversation regarding electronic communication during the
upcoming yom tov. One question is whether soothing the minds of those statistically at-risk for
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Covid-19 makes them less likely to catch the disease, or more likely to survive if they catch it.
Such people are not yet cholim, and so there is no presumption that one can do whatever they
ask, or that any degree of psychological comfort justifies every degree of halakhic violation.
Indeed, some people may be negatively affected by being treated as if they are already sick.
Moreover, breaking Shabbat or yom tov can itself be a trauma for some people who are deeply
committed to observance.

Another question is whether these leniencies relate to preventive measures that rise to the level
of pikuach nefesh. The psakim banning minyan do not permit driving on Shabbat to buy hand
sanitizer, nor do they permit online lashon hora in order to discourage people from meeting
friends to gossip.

In light of the above, if giving blanket permission to ZOOM seders on Yom Tov is the best way to
prevent people from endangering themselves or others, then poskim should permit them even if
many specific ZOOM seders may have no such effect. Similarly, poskim should give blanket
permission for check-in phone calls on Shabbat and yom tov if that is the best way to ensure that
suicidal individuals receive competent help or to ensure that dangerously ill people obtain
proper medical care.

But overly broad leniencies can be unnecessary or counterproductive. Because such psakim
must be judged by their real-world outcomes, a ruling that isn’t followed is a failure even if you
think people should follow it. Effective psak cannot make psychological demands that people
will not meet, or be based on minority halakhic positions that are nonstarters in the relevant
community, even if you think those minority positions are objectively correct. For example:
electronic communication requires the parties at both ends to be willing to engage in it. Ruling
that people living alone can videoconference into family seders, or call friends, will not help
unless their family and friends cooperate. Since families and friendships often cross communal
boundaries, these kinds of leniencies can work only if they are broadly accepted.

A similar consideration applies to the pikuach nefesh concerns of suicide and mental disorders.
The people at greatest psychological risk will often refuse to acknowledge that risk, certainly not
prophylactically. They may also be stubbornly resistant to unfamiliar leniencies, and unlikely to
take advantage of religiously uncomfortable options such as ZOOM sedarim. It doesn’t matter
whether we think they should; what matters is whether they will. In these and other cases, a
broadly accepted narrow ruling is therefore much more effective than a narrowly accepted broad
ruling.

Conversely, we must be equally wary of excessively limiting a ruling. For example, requiring
medical certification of a suicide risk in order to permit videoconferencing on yom tov runs the
risk that the leniency will be dramatically underused. Even people who voluntarily go to
therapists, and have access to adequate mental health care, may be unwilling to disclose their
mental health challenges to others, and again, videoconferencing requires both sides to
participate.

Finding the delicate, lifesaving middle ground between excessive leniency and excessive
stringency is extraordinarily hard when dealing with diverse communities. Poskim therefore try
very hard to make “retail” rather than “wholesale” decisions. A standard halakhic tactic for
accomplishing this is to publish a relatively stringent standard together with a note that anyone
with a case anywhere approaching that standard should ask their local Orthodox rabbi. This
tactic works well when everyone in the audience has a relationship with a rabbi to whom they
are comfortable asking such questions. However, the flood of inquiries opened by the institution
of Yoatzot Halakhah suggests that this is not true within every community. Because the
downside — death — of people choosing not to ask and “just be machmir” is so great in the
present circumstances, I think it would be better to publish a relatively or even maximally
lenient standard and offer people the ability to make decisions themselves. That standard must
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be formulated practically and concretely. At the same time, it should strongly encourage people
to consult with competent halakhic authorities, especially when a decision must be accepted by
multiple people in order to be implemented.

When all is said and done, competent halakhic authorities will not all give the same answers, for
many legitimate reasons. For example, they may start from different halakhic positions about
technology on yom tov and Shabbat, or about whether a high standard that is nonetheless short
of pikuach nefesh can justify certain leniencies. My point here is to emphasize that competence
in this matter requires deep understanding of the psychological stakes and communal realities;
willingness to make difficult halakhic decisions in situations of safeik pikuach nefesh; and the
ability to handle the ambiguities of situations which are not obviously pikuach nefesh.

Practically speaking, I think it is very unlikely that across-the-board leniencies for electronic
communication on yom tov will gain the support they need to be effective in most of our
communities. I therefore don’t see much benefit in arguing for or against them. Instead, I
believe that our entire community must brainstorm other tactics to diminish each of the four
pikuach nefesh risks we began with. Some of these, such as the risk that people living alone will
fall ill, would not anyway be helped much by ZOOM seders.

Here are some sample ideas:

1. Everyone living alone, but especially the elderly, will have a pre-arranged check-in time each day,
say by a knock at the window. If they don’t respond, someone should call them a short time later,
and if they still don’t respond, call 911.

2. Everyone living alone will have a way to call friends or family, and ideally random community
members, in a way that ensures their call will be picked up. They will be strongly encouraged to
make such calls if there is even a small chance that doing so will increase their safety. Protocols
for answering these calls will include being supportive of the person for making them.

I am confident that many communities are already arranging similar approaches, in
consultation with competent halakhic authorities. We urgently need to arrange the
sharing of best practices as widely as possible.

This process will require rabbis and laity thinking together seriously about halakhah in
immediate and practical terms, and may therefore become a small positive outcome of this
terribly difficult situation.

Wishing us all joy, health, sanity, and a chag kasher vesameiach!
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Embrace New Parts of the Haggadah
By Rabbanit Leah Sarna (SBM ‘14)

Originally published in The Washington Post
April 6, 2020

The Haggadah, the text that guides Jewish families through the retelling of the Exodus story at the seder
night, is a long and complex composition. So long that many have argued for paring it back: too much to
get through before dinner. But to me, its length provides promise.

Passover during a pandemic means families torn apart, grief, fear, loneliness and more. My advice? Let
the texts take the lead, and not just because, with many fewer people and opinions around the table, there
will be plenty of time to fill.

Instead, it’s worth revisiting the Haggadah as a whole because in a strange year, some of the usual
favorites might not resonate. They might be painful reminders of joyful seders past, or call for you to do
activities that aren’t possible at your miniature stay-at-home-seder. But if you can’t find meaning or
comfort in your usual favorites, trust that you will find solace somewhere in the texts you haven’t focused
on in previous years.

As I've been preparing for my own micro-seders this year, there’s a certain line in the Haggadah that I
keep coming back to. After the seder meal, we recite Psalm 118. Verse 5 reads: “From the strait I have
called, Lord.” In the context of the Haggadah, “the strait” is a pun in Hebrew: “meytzar” (strait) echoes the
word “mitzrayim” (Egypt). In my family, this line is always sung to a boisterous, table-banging melody
that fits well into the triumphant tone of Psalm 118 as a whole.

However, this line was recently set to a powerful — and more downbeat — new tune by musician Deborah
Sacks Mintz. Her song and these words, which typically have passed me by in the jumble of Psalm 118, feel
appropriate to our moment. Stuck at home in the middle of a pandemic, we, like the Psalmist, call out
from our own “strait” and pray for salvation. These ancient psalms have provided language for the Jewish
people to pray throughout the many difficulties of our history. That very same language is serving me well
today. I've never dwelled on this line at the seder night before, but I certainly will this year.

The length and complexity of the Passover texts are a promise of ever-unfolding meaning. Open yourself
to them, and you will find that they open themselves to you.

Rabbanit Leah Sarna is director of religious engagement at Anshe Sholom B’nai Israel Congregation.
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Making Seder Out of the Zoom Seder Controversy
By Rabbi Shlomo Zuckier (SBM ‘12)

Originally published in The Lehrhaus

April 7, 2020

Introduction

The crisis precipitated by the novel Coronavirus and the distancing measures in its wake have led to a
flurry of halakhic decisions, many of which reflect deep questions of Jewish law and values. Placing any
system under stress serves to reveal its tensions and gaps, and Halakhah is no different.

Possibly the most acute example of this appears in the case of Zoom Sedarim, which featured a
controversy starting around Rosh Hodesh Nisan on both sides of the Atlantic. As we will see, these
discussions are complex, as several different scenarios are being discussed, and a variety of halakhic and
meta-halakhic issues are at stake — the halakhic status of electricity, questions of unity and diversity in
halakhic decision-making, and the phenomenology of virtual reality.

The goal of this article is to make some seder, some order, out of the controversy, to separate out the
various issues at hand and emphasize both new trends as well as consensus views that emerge from the
discussion. The decisions presented on a variety of issues reflect in many cases surprising developments
or applications of Halakhah, and we will find several cases of unlikely alliances between divergent parties.

Recap of Events

The debate began with the pronouncement of the “Association of Rabbis of the Maghreb in Israel,” a
group of fourteen Moroccan rabbis who asserted that, in order to allow families to include grandparents in
their Seders this year as usual, despite social distancing, it would be permissible to set up a Zoom call
before Hag and include the larger family together in one festive seudah. The response was immediate and
powerful: it was attacked by current Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi of Israel David Lau and even more forcefully
by former Sephardic Chief Rabbi Shlomo Amar. Rabbi Yitzchok Zilberstein, a major decisor for the
Haredi world, penned an objection as well. Several rabbis retracted their endorsement of the original
position almost immediately, and the decision was reissued with a mere seven of the original fourteen
signatories. Rabbi Yosef Tzvi Rimon offered an alternative — having a Zoom pre-Seder on the afternoon of
Erev Pesah to sing holiday tunes with extended family prior to logging off and holding a classical Seder
with the smaller group in the room — a suggestion that has gained much traction, echoed by both Israeli
and American colleagues.

In America, while some have addressed the question of using Zoom to facilitate multi-generational
Seders, most of the discourse surrounds a different issue, those who live alone and for whom being
isolated for three days might lead to mental health challenges. In cases of danger to life there is an
uncontroversial permission to violate the usual rules of Yom Tov; the question here has primarily been
what exactly is included in pikuah nefesh, life-saving measures.

Speaking generally, then, there are really two separate discourses going on — an Israeli discussion over
family unity and preserving the multi-generational Seder, and an American discussion over preserving life
through cellphones, Zoom meetings and other virtual means. This is at least partially a function of
circumstance: the calendar outside Israel this year features a so-called “three day Yom Tov,” over 72 hours
without electronic communication, a real challenge for some who are isolated physically and may have a
history of mental health challenges. One wonders whether certain deep-seated cultural differences may
play a role as well: Israel, and particularly its sizable Sephardic community, is very committed to the
hamulah, close familial kinship, and especially joint religious experiences. As some of the written
decisions indicate, it is not clear that everyone will partake in a Seder if it does not include the extended
family. On the other side, Orthodox communities in the United States are increasingly weakening the
stigma of mental health and raising publicly more halakhic issues in that vein.
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I would like to consider here three different debates or shifts that have occurred as a part of these
discussions, and to analyze what underlies these debates.

Zoom be-Seder?

The dispute here does not feature much purely halakhic discussion aside from one major, longstanding
debate. On both sides, the Israeli decisors have rarely invoked technical halakhic considerations in their
decisions, preferring to focus on the broader policy concerns: will people follow the details and scope of
the permissive view? Will this lead to disunity among rabbinic decisors? Will this facilitate increased
observance and health?

The major halakhic debate lurking in the background is the question, first raised in the late nineteenth
century, as to how electricity should be viewed by Halakhah. All agree that the use of electrical appliances
is prohibited on Shabbat, but there are four different theories that have been offered as to why this is the
case. Everyone knew electricity must be prohibited, but they just didn’t know what the precise basis of the
prohibition would be. The approaches, discussed at length in many volumes, can be roughly summarized
in bare-bones fashion as follows:

1. Eish — Electricity is like a fire in the wire, prohibited due to the melakhah of Eish.

2. Boneh — The use of electricity, which entails building circuits and empowering electronic
appliances, entails the completion of a building project, prohibited due to the melakhah of Boneh.
This view is most closely associated with the Hazon Ish.

3. Derabanan/Molid — Electricity is not biblically prohibited, but it entails a rabbinic prohibition (or
possibly a “strong minhag,” in some formulations), possibly because it creates something new.
This is the view attributed to R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, and is also the most prevalent view
among responsa today.

4. Makkeh be-Patish — Since using electricity involves a constructive, creative act, it is included in
this “catch-all” melakhah. This view is championed by R. Asher Weiss.

There are many differences between these views in their application on Shabbat. Possibly the most
significant difference between these views applies in connection with Yom Tov. Since fire is permitted to
be used on Yom Tov for a purpose, those who see electricity as Eish may generally use it. This is not only
the view of many Moroccan decisors, but of other Sephardic and Ashkenazic poskim as well, most
prominently the Arukh ha-Shulhan. (Several students of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik have related that it
was his practice to turn on and off lights on Yom Tov, as well.)

Over the past half-century, the consensus view has been primarily to follow approach 3, which gives a fair
amount of flexibility in applying the prohibition of electricity on Shabbat, although it also means it is
generally prohibited on Yom Tov. To a significant degree, Moroccan and other decisors have minimized
communal reliance on the opposing position, despite still accepting it “me-ikkar ha-din,” as the basic law.
There seems to have been a preference for uniform communal standards: if Morroccan and other
Sephardic Jews use electricity on Yom Tov while their Ashkenazi neighbors are told not to, that would
weaken that prohibition and create an unusual communal dynamic. (Consider the parallel scenario of
kitniyot, where Israel has seen a trend in recent years of Ashkenazim giving up the practice.)

The question is, what happens in a moment of crisis? Is there room to rely on that permissive position
once again? The Moroccan rabbis’ decision asserted that, with the proper safeguards, they could rely on it.
In a scenario with the computer set up before Yom Tov (so adjusting it hopefully wouldn’t even be
necessary), very clear statements that this be done only in extreme circumstances like this year for those
who need it, and a clear purpose serving the sanctity of the day, they saw fit to allow Zoom Seders.
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Those representing the opposing view have generally not attempted to delegitimize the halakhic position
itself, but instead to raise policy questions surrounding it that serve to render the position moot. Several
of these are raised by the original pesak and parried, only to be resurrected by its critics, including
concerns of a slippery slope and the argument that using Zoom is uvdin de-hol, a weekday-like activity.

In addition to these policy questions, the main animating force behind the Israeli discussion is how to
apply the widespread view among some Moroccan and Ashkenazi decisors of the previous generation that
electricity may be used on Yom Tov for one’s holiday needs. It is for that reason that the attacks on that
decision, as well as the retractions, invoked considerations such as “rabbinic unity,” “the nature of
halakhic decision-making,” and the like. While several of the opposing arguments refer in a general sense
to issues of Jewish law that permitting Zoom raises, they generally do not make sustained halakhic
arguments (with the exceptions largely stemming from American decisors). This can be attributed to the
fact that, at least before one gets to the meta-halakhic issues, all agree that there is a strong argument to
be made in the Moroccan tradition to permit Zoom Seders.

In fact, one argument offered against the Zoom Seder by an Israeli decisor, when considered closely,
reveals the difficulty of using meta-halakhic categories. Rav Yitzchok Zilberstein, a prolific author on
halakhic topics, was asked by his brother-in-law and acknowledged gadol R. Chaim Kanievsky to offer a
response to Zoom Seders stemming from the Haredi world. His response draws primarily on a responsum
by Rav Moshe Feinstein disallowing use of timers to set automatic activities to take place on Shabbat
because that entails zilzul Shabbat, a denigration of the day. Hosting a Zoom Seder, even if set up before
Yom Tov, he argues, would similarly serve as a denigration of Yom Tov. The problem with this position is
that ziluta is inherently a subjective thing; the greatest proof to this is that, at least in American observant
communities, the use of timers and “Shabbos clocks” is widespread, relying on several positions that
disagree with Rav Moshe. Presumably this shift away from Rav Moshe’s decision is at least partially due to
the fact that as various technologies became more ubiquitous and less jarring, they became less of a
denigration to Shabbat for them to happen automatically.

Thus, one might raise the question that, while Rav Zilberstein’s decision works to prohibit Zoom on Yom
Tov today, it might not work at some future point when automated videos are more widespread and less of
a denigration to the day. Consider the fact that many shuls have rotating screens running all Shabbat
giving the day’s schedule, which would have felt antithetical to the spirit of the day just 25 years ago.

And yet, one can turn the question of technology’s relentless advance around, as well: even if one might
theoretically find a permissible way to use Zoom on Yom Tov, would the day still offer the experience we
have come to associate with it? Or has the phenomenon of “twenty-four hours without screens” merged
with the identity of Yom Tov (and Shabbat) to such a degree that such a distinction is not possible? This
question might reveal a tension between technical and experiential ways of approaching Yom Tov here, a
distinction to which we will return below.

The meta- and para-halakhic arguments deployed against the Moroccan permissive ruling thus argue
against relying on that decision, but generally do not attack its fundamental basis. As reliance on
electronic appliances and communication becomes more central to day-to-day life, these broader
arguments might militate either for greater stringency (to distinguish Shabbat from weekdays) or,
alternatively, greater leniency in applying existing halakhic categories to use of Zoom and similar
applications.

Zooming to Save Lives

Across the pond, the discussion in the United States regarding use of Zoom to support those in danger has
also been an interesting one. Once again, the core halakhic issue has been laid out long ago — this case in
consensus rather than debate. As the Talmud and Shulhan Arukh set out, when a person’s life is
endangered, even if only doubtfully so, one may — and must! — violate Shabbat or Yom Tov without any
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worry. The divergences among different opinions thus hinge on questions of where to draw the line, as
well as how exactly to implement and publicize this permissive ruling.

As to the extent of pikuah nefesh that would justify performance of melakhah, Rav Hershel Schachter
published an important and fairly wide-ranging permissive position. He writes that it is permitted to
violate Yom Tov through whatever means would be helpful, not only in a case where there is certain risk
to a person’s life (through self-harm), but even in a case where there is a minor possibility of risk.
Furthermore, even in cases that don’t carry any risk to a person’s life, but would potentially lead to
significant downgrading of one’s mental health (“losing one’s mind”), it is permitted to violate Yom Tov by
whatever means necessary, including phone or Zoom calls to the relevant individuals. This is a permissive
position, although it draws upon earlier principles, both that of the aforementioned Shulhan Arukh and
the position of the Soloveitchik family that loss of mental health qualifies for pikuah nefesh as well. Rabbi
Yoni Rosensweig went into even greater detail in delineating specific scenarios and where he would see
the threshold of health risks permitting the violation of Yom Tov.

Maybe the most significant shift is one focused on messaging rather than content. Rav Schachter’s
important decision was originally communicated to rabbis with the stipulation that it not be publicly
disseminated, presumably based on the fear that it might be misconstrued or misapplied. Days later,
presumably after consultation with rabbis and others regarding the risks, the same decision was
publicized in fleshed-out form for public consumption.

His decision was followed by a similar ruling by Rav Dovid Cohen, more squarely in the Haredi American
world, also endorsing use of technology in cases of risk. Just yesterday, Rav Mordechai Willig suggested
that all rabbis be accessible by phone to congregants who may be in crisis over Yom Tov. Presumably the
decision by all these rabbis to publicize their ruling in this way was made with the understanding that the
risk of publicizing the pesak and having it be misunderstood was dwarfed by the risk of not having enough
people be aware of the permissive position, which might lead to them endangering their lives.

Is Zoom for Real?

One other set of discussions taking place primarily in America relates to the way that one classifies the use
of electronic communications. This discourse builds upon but extends beyond the various positions noted
above as to why electricity is prohibited on Shabbat. It focuses on the question of how to understand
virtual communication, as part of the broader phenomenological question of how to understand and
classify virtual reality, which is becoming more and more pressing each day. In a sense, these questions
are relevant not only because it is necessary to consider the nature of Zoom and other technologies in
evaluating their halakhic permissibility, but also because the world we live in has migrated
communication almost exclusively to the medium of texting, e-mail, WhatsApp, Zoom, and other virtual
means. This shift in experience can be seen as a question not only of Halakhah but of phenomenology as
well.

This question of how to evaluate technologies in this vein carries countless ramifications. For example: Is
sending someone a text message, or writing on a computer screen, considered a form of “writing” that is
prohibited on Shabbat? If one hears a berakhah over Zoom, is it proper to say Amen? Can one fulfill
mitzvot through virtual modes of communication?

There are essentially two views of this issue of how to view virtual reality from the perspective of
Halakhah: a realist and a formalist view. Do we take seriously these new experiences with technology and
say that, in real terms, typing a text on a computer or phone accomplishes the same goal of writing letters
and is to be considered “Kotev?” Or do we say that, formally applying the halakhic categories, the text
needs to be written on paper with some form of ink (see Shabbat 104b), and this does not qualify, at least
not in full form?

As should be clear, this is not a question of leniency versus stringency — it runs in both directions, and is
primarily a question of phenomenology and definition of categories. Every legal system has to define and
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redefine its categories as it faces new realities. With the shift in human interaction, and the corresponding
new halakhic realities, this question of defining virtual reality emerges. (And, of course, it is possible to
distinguish between different scenarios and emerge with complex views that depend on the particular
category at hand. Still, there is a certain commonality among the examples that make them worth
exploring together.)

This question first arose recently not in the context of Pesah but a month prior, right before Purim, when
Rav Schachter wrote, drawing upon a position of Rav Moshe Feinstein, that those in quarantine with no
other option could listen to the Megillah via Zoom or a phone call and fulfill the commandment in that
way. This presumes that listening to the Megillah through a virtual medium qualifies as “hearing it”
rather than serving as a detached experience.

There is another hint of a realist view in Rav Schachter’s distinction between phone calls and Zoom
meetings. He asserts that, in cases that do not rise to pikuah nefesh but have some other overriding
reason to allow contact (such as helping someone carry out their Seder despite lacking other options), it is
possible to start a phone call before Yom Tov and continue it over the Seder. (He is very hesitant in
embracing this option, and suggests that every alternative option be considered.) However, he asserts, one
should not have a Zoom meeting, because that would violate Roshem, a subcategory of the prohibited
action of Kotev (writing), as participating in a video means one is broadcasting a particular picture. While,
he asserts, it is not prohibited to look into one’s own computer, because that is “like a mirror,”
communicating that image to others over Zoom qualifies as Roshem. The difference-maker between a case
of turning on one’s own camera and the scenario of sending it to others is presumably based not on
electronic differences but on experiential ones — the real effect of having others see one’s video at a
distance, qualifies as the prohibition of Roshem.

There are limits to this realist view, however: while one can “hear” or “write” from a distance, one cannot
form a virtual quorum; presence is still lacking, as Rav Schachter spells out in another recent decision.
Presumably there are distinctions to be made between the various categories. As technologies advance
and new questions emerge, we will have to wait and see how various decisors treat each scenario.

The Israel-based decisors do not raise these issues. Presumably, part of this is attributable to their views
on how to apply Roshem. But one might also see an opposition to the realist approach reflected here.*
Additionally, some of the Israeli teshuvot go out of their way to note that one cannot fulfill the mitzvot of
the Seder by hearing it over Zoom — virtual presence is insufficient. Generally speaking, the formalist
approach will continue applying the previous, technical categories — use of electricity and the like — and
not consider emergent categories such as Roshem. This seems to characterize both sides of the Israeli
discourse fairly well.

On the other hand, Rav Schachter has found some unlikely allies in conceptualizing virtual
communication as “real” — Rabbi Ysoscher Katz of Yeshivat Chovevei Torah and two rabbis of the
egalitarian halakhic Yeshivat Hadar, Rabbis Ethan Tucker and Aviva Richman.

R. Katz published a primer giving practical advice as to how to use Zoom over Yom Tov for those at
mental health risk. While generally following the guidelines that R. Schachter did, R. Katz asserts that
both activating a new Zoom session and turning on a computer may be prohibited biblically, which has
implications for how one might try to use a shinui in doing so, where possible. This argument has not, to
my knowledge, been asserted by any of the many articles that have discussed this issue (although see now
the recent position publicized by Eretz Hemdah). R. Katz notes further that, in cases where there is no
risk, using Zoom on Yom Tov “is not merely a biblical or Rabbinic prohibition; it is, in fact, much worse...
[it] will undermine the core essence of Shabbat and chag.” Related to his realist view of technology, R.
Katz makes an appeal based on the nature of the day and the human experience of interaction with

4 Additionally, Rav Eliezer Melamed of Yeshivat Har Bracha, who allows saying Kaddishand Barkhu over “virtual Minyanim” (a
topic for another occasion!) does so on the basis that there is no prohibition of taking God’s name in vain in doing so, but not that
there is any constituting of a Minyan in doing so.
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technology as something that should be prohibited, and severely so, regardless of one’s views of the
technicalities of electricity. It appears that R. Katz is self-aware of his phenomenological stance; he argued
several months ago that “once the definition of what is considered ‘doing’ changes, our understanding of
what constitutes a ‘melacha’ has to change as well.”

The Hadar article regarding Zoom goes in several other interesting directions. It not only invokes
“writing” as potentially prohibiting several scenarios including use of chat functions, saving a recording,
or possibly having one’s image be seen (the last in agreement with Rav Schachter), but it also suggests
some new potentially forbidden activities involved in using Zoom. One is the issue of Hashma’at Kol,
making noise, which is not usually applied for transmission of regular human speech. Most surprising is
the invocation of the prohibition of Tehum, the prohibition to walk outside of one’s area on Shabbat and
Yom Tov. While applying this category is “admittedly more of a metaphoric concern” as no one is moving,
the article argues that “part of Shabbat and Yom Tov is remaining local and making do with the things and
people who were in your spatial civilization when you began Shabbat.” (One reading this line hears echoes
of a critique of the Conservative movement’s teshuvah permitting driving to shul on Shabbat.)

While I don’t think arguments of this type have been offered in halakhic sources in the past, and I don’t
see them gaining traction within Orthodoxy in the future, this view does reflect a similarly realist
conception of technology. If on Shabbat one is meant to interact only with one’s local geographic
community, that should remain true for interaction through technology as well.

This realist view appears in a different context in the letter, as well. Specifically, Rabbis Tucker and
Richman are open to the possibility of fulfilling various verbal and aural obligations at the Seder over a
Zoom or phone call, although they assert it is better for one to not rely on this and rather recite those texts
oneself, if possible. This reflects that same realist approach, although applied here for the sake of a
leniency.

Conclusion

The halakhic debates over Zoom and Pesah, when dissected into their component parts, bring to light
deep-seated debates on a variety of halakhic and meta-halakhic issues. Questions of the halakhic status of
electricity as well as its phenomenology and the ramifications of offering differential decisions for various
groups and doing so publicly or privately, all shape various parts of this debate. When one boils down the
questions that divide between the various positions, rather than the standard “right wing versus left wing”
explanation, one finds a distinct set of differentiating factors:

1.  What are one’s views about the halakhic status of electricity on Yom Tov, both in theory and in
practice? This largely breaks down along communal lines, between Moroccan rabbis (along
with some Ashkenazi precedents) and the mainstream view.

2. To what extent is one thinking locally or globally in deciding these halakhic issues? For
example: Should one worry about implications for different communities? The “slippery
slope” extending this permission to future scenarios? For what Yom Tov and Shabbat might
look like in the future? Is it better to keep a decision “under wraps” or to disseminate it, and
what are the stakes?

3. Isone arealist or a formalist regarding virtual reality technology? Does hearing over Zoom
constitute actual halakhic hearing? Does commenting online or projecting one’s image over
Zoom constitute halakhic writing? Can one fulfill various mitzvot like the Megillah or parts of
the Seder virtually?

Amid the great challenges posed by the novel Coronavirus, we find fascinating new developments and
halakhic disputes coming to the fore as well. The changes to daily life, caused by advances in technology
and exacerbated by social distancing, present both new realities and new halakhic questions. This debate
over Zoom Seders lays bare several of these issues, all of which have yet to be fully resolved. Although
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there is widespread agreement on some of the practical rulings this year, the divergent reasoning
employed by the various decisors makes it clear that tensions still remain and that we can expect these
fundamental questions to continue rearing their heads for years to come.
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Public Halakhic Guidance

Originally published on Facebook
April 5, 2020

Public Halakhic Guidance:

The mental health consequences of complete isolation for a three-day yom tov cannot be confidently
predicted. Therefore, it is imperative that anyone spending Pesach alone or as a caretaker be able to call
friends, family, and rabbis if they feel AT ANY RISK of depression or other grave disorders, let alone if
they have suicidal ideation. It is dangerously wrong to suggest that they wait for more severe symptoms to
develop. Friends, family, and rabbis must not hesitate to pick up such calls and talk at whatever length
seems best. I strongly encourage everyone to reach out to people who will be alone and arrange to
recognize their phone numbers or arrange signals to ensure that their phone calls will be picked up.

In the current circumstances, avoiding the mutual exposures inherent in ER admissions may itself be a
contribution to lifesaving. So I emphasize again the obligation of making and answering potentially
helpful phone calls at the earliest stages of concern.
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Ensuring Everyone a Safe Passover
Rabbinical Council of America Statement
Originally published on Facebook

April 7, 2020

As we enter the holiday of Pesach during this time of crisis and upheaval, we are deeply concerned about
the safety and welfare of some of the members of our community. The social isolation which is so
necessary at this time can significantly impact a person’s mental or physical well-being. The upcoming
three day yom tov of Passover and Shabbat, during which observant Jews will not use telephones and
other forms of electronic communication, may increase someone’s sense of isolation and depression, and
may negatively impact vulnerable individuals. Our Torah places high value on the preservation of life.
Pikuach nefesh (saving a life) overrides almost every other mitzvah in the Torah. Pikuach nefesh, in cases
of potential physical or mental harm, requires us to act in ways that are otherwise prohibited.

Because of our great concern, in consultation with our poskim, we share the following instructions:

Those who are at risk of mental deterioration must not wait for severe symptoms, such as suicidal ideation
(thinking about committing suicide), to develop before calling for help; preventative calls are Halachically
obligatory. Furthermore, it is important to do all we can to prevent hospitalization. In the current
circumstances, avoiding the exposure to Covid-19 that may occur if at a hospital is an important factor in
protecting one’s health. One who feels at any risk of physical danger or depression due to mental,

physical, substance abuse, or abuse issues, or other grave disorders, is required to use a phone on Yom
Tov or Shabbat to call for help.

Whom should they call?

In cases of immediate danger, call 911. In other cases, some may prefer to call a therapist, friend, family
member, rabbi, the hotline at Amudim (888-7-AMUDIM, 888-726-8346 or 718-972-3000), or the
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline (1-800-273-8255).

Those with a friend or family member who might call them for such a reason, must leave their phones on
during Shabbat and Yom Tov and monitor the caller ID of calls received. They should not hesitate to
answer the phone or return a call when that person calls on Shabbat or Yom Tov and may speak as long as
is necessary. As public figures known to many, communal rabbis must monitor their phones throughout
Yom Tov and Shabbat. If the caller seems to be in immediate danger, they must call 911. If they are not
sure what is best for the caller, they should consult with a mental health professional for guidance or call
911. These calls should be encouraged and supported by all of us without judgment or stigma.

Those who know someone who is at risk—a family member, friend or neighbor—should reach out to
him/her in a way that maintains the restrictions of social distancing. It is permissible to call him/her on
the telephone on Shabbat or Yom Tov.

In non-emergency situations, one should make and answer calls with a shinui (for example, using one’s
weaker hand or a knuckle). In emergency situations, one should call for help in the fastest and most
efficient way possible.

We pray for an end to this terrible pandemic, for the recovery of those afflicted with the virus, and for the
safety and well-being of all those who struggle during these difficult times.
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A Literal Religious Translation of Shir HaShirim

2009

If we assume that Shir HaShirim is in fact intended to be an allegory, this would mean that the allegorical
meaning is the p'shat of the sefer. However, to write allegorically means writing with two levels of
meaning in mind, that of the literal understanding, and the desired non-literal message. The allegory is
created by the relationship between the literal meaning and the allegorical meaning. Without first
understanding the mashal, any interpretation of the nimshal is not true to the text. So, for example, if the
allegory of Shir Hashirim is about the relationship between God and Israel, then the characters,
Shepherdess and her beloved, actually refer (I'fi pshuto) to Israel and God. However, the text on the literal
level must still be meaningful and coherent in order for the second level meaning, rightly called the true
meaning, to be abstracted from it (isn't that what allegory is after all). If it were the case that the text has
no literal meaning, then we would not be dealing with an allegorical text, but rather with a coded text. The
Shepherdess would not simply refer to Israel, but, in contradistinction to other times it is

used, the word itself would actually mean Israel. If this were to be the case, any object could have been
used, and the story itself need not have been coherent, and there would be absolutely no reason to
translate it literally (as in the normal usage of the words), as doing so would simply be getting it wrong.
However, I think that we have traditionally held that Shir Hashirim is an allegory, and therefore, needs to
be understood in relationship to the literal meaning.

Rabbi Elliot Stern, based on Rabbi Aryeh Klapper

In this edition, to our knowledge the first literal translation of Shir HaShirim that makes the religious
allegory explicit, changes in speaker are visually represented in the English text. The male speaks in bold,
the female in plaintext, and the chorus in italics. Many terms for animals in the text are double entendre
for the allegory, for example nij7\xay, or within the allegory, for example nin — the translation of the
former is always the animal, and of the latter is eclectic.
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The Song of all Songs
Written by Shlomoh

Let Him kiss me with the kisses of His mouth
For Your intimacies are better than wine.
Your oils are the best fragrance,

and oils perfume Your Name;

Therefore the maidens love You.

“Attract me!”

“We will run after you”.

“The King brought me into His rooms!”
“We will rejoice ecstatically in you,
celebrate your intimacy above wine”.
“They love You deservedly.”

I am blackened but pleasing,
daughters of Jerusalem,

like the tents of Kedar,

like the tapestries of Shlomoh.
Don’t look at my blackness,

at how the sun has tanned me!

My mother’s sons

treated me with burning contempt,
they made me a vineyard guard;
My own vineyard.I have not tended.

“Tell me, the One my soul loves,

where do You graze,

where do You relax at noon?

Why should I be like a vulture

among Your friends’ flocks?”

“If you can’t understand on your own,

most beautiful of women,

you must follow in the footsteps of the flocks,
and herd your goats

near the tents of the herders.”

“To a mare of Pharaoh’s chariots,
I compare you, my companion.
Your cheeks are adorned by rows of jewels,
your neck with necklaces.

We will make you rows of gold,
with points of silver.”

While the king reclined,

my nard sent forth its fragrance.

“My Love is a bundle of myrrh to me —
He will lie between my breasts!

My Love is a cluster of henna to me,

in the vineyards of Goatspring!”.
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“Behold, you are beautiful, my companion,
Behold, you are beautiful,

your eyes are devastating.”

“Behold, You are beautiful, my Intimate,

also pleasant,

and our bedding is fresh.

The beams of our house are cedars,

our rafters are cypress.”
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“T am the rose of the Sharon plain,
the lily of the valleys”
“Like a lily among brambles,
So is my companion among the lasses”.
“Like an apple among the forest trees,
so is my Intimate among the lads.
I have yearned to sit in His shade,
with His fruit sweet on my palate.
May He bring me to the celebration house,
with His banner of love above me!”
(Support me with tree trunks,
let me lie against the apple trees!
For I am sick with love.)
“His left hand under my head,
with His right hand hugging me.”
“I demand your oath, lasses of Jerusalem,
by the deer or the rams of the field,
not to awaken or arouse the love
until she desires.”

The voice of my Intimate — behold it comes, skipping
over the hills, bounding over the valleys. My
Intimate is like a deer, or like a young ram. There it
stands behind our wall,

overlooking the windows,

shining through the crevices.

My Intimate prompted me:

“Arise, my companion, and go!

For behold the winter has passed,

the rain has shifted and departed.

The buds are visible in the land; the time of
singing has come;

and the voice of the dove is heard in our land.
The fig has put forth its early fruit,

and the ripening grapes are redolent.

Arise, my companion, my beauty, and go!”

“My dove in the clefts of the rock,
in the lee of the stairs,

show me your appearance,
project your voice to me!
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For your voice is precious,
and your appearance pleasing.”

Grab foxes for us,

the little foxes that damage vineyards,

for our vineyard is ripening.

My Intimate for me, and I for my Intimate,

Who grazes among the lilies.

“Until the day blows away, until the shadows flee -
wander, my Intimate, be like the deer

or the young hart

on the hills of Beter.”

2W7E D
0 :NINI 'RMI

D'72v1v 117 ITNX

DM 072NN DR0E DY
7 TNO 11"

179X T

:DIYIYA NYIN

D'7'7¥n 1021 DI'N NID'W TV
Y7 TITY?7 NNT20

D'7'KN 19V7 IX

o: NN

While lying down in the nghts,

I have sought the One my soul loves;

I have sought Him, but I have not found Him.
Let me arise and wander the city;

in the squares and streets

I will seek Him Whom my soul loves;

I have sought Him, but I have not found Him.
The watchmen wandering the city found me:
“The One Whom my soul loves, have you seen Him?”
I had almost passed them by

when I found the One Whom my soul loves.

I grabbed Him! I will not loose Him,

not until I bring Him to my mother’s house,

to the room of my conception.

“I demand your oath, lasses of Jerusalem,

by the deer or the rams of the field,

not to awaken or arouse the love

until she desires.”

“Who is this

ascending from the wilderness

like columns of smoke,

perfumed with myrrh and frankincense,
with all the merchant’s powders?”
Here is the bed of Shlomoh,

with sixty warriors surrounding it,

of the warriors of Israel.

All grasp swords and are trained in war;
each has his sword on his thigh,

fearing the terrors of the night.

Shlomoh made himself a palanquin
from the trees of Lebanon.

He made its pillars of silver,

its back of gold,

its seat of royal purple.

Inside it was inlaid with love

from the lasses of Jerusalem.

“Go out, lasses of Zion,
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and see King Shlomoh,

wearing the crown his mother crowned him
with on his wedding day,

on the day his heart rejoiced!”
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“Behold, you are beautiful, my companion,
behold you are beautiful,

your eyes are devastating

behind your veil.

Your hair is like a flock of goats
cascading from Mount Gilead.

Your teeth are like a flock of shorn ewes
just emerged from the wash,

all bearing twins, with none childless.
Your lips are like a crimson thread,

and your throat is attractive,

your cheeks are like a pomegranate rind
behind your veil.

Your neck is like the Tower of David,
built with turrets, a

thousand shields hanging from it,

all the conquests of the warriors.

Your two breasts are like two fawns,
twins of a doe,

that graze among the lilies.”

“Before the day blows away,

and the shadows flee,

I will take myself to the Mount of Myrrh,

and the hills of levonah”

“All of you is beautiful, my companion,
and there is no flaw in you”.

“With me from Lebanon, my bride,

you will come with me from Lebanon.

You will gaze from the height of loyalty,
from the heights of Snir and Chermon,
from the lairs of lions,

from the hills of leopards.

You have taken my heart, my sister my bride,
you have taken my heart with one of your
eyes, with one necklace from your neck.
How beautiful your intimacies are,

my sister my bride;

how much better than wine your intimacies,
and the fragrance of your oils than any
perfumes. Your lips drip nafth, bride,
honey and milk lie under your tongue,

and the fragrance of your clothes

is like the fragrance of Lebanon.”

“A locked garden is my sister my bride,
a locked mound, a sealed spring.
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Your branches are an orchard of
pomegranates,

with sweet fruits for dessert,

also henna and nard.

Nard, karkom, kaneh, and cinnamon,
with twigs of levonah. myrrh and ahalot,
with all the best perfumes.

A spring feeding many gardens,

an effervescent fountain,

flowing down from Lebanon.”

“Awake, O North wind, and come to Yemen! Blow,
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and the perfumes of my garden will flow! Let my 1227 "TIT N
Intimate come to His garden, JvTAn M9 N
and let Him eat its sweet fruits.”

“I have come to my garden, 127 'MNX2
my sister my bride! N7 'MNK

I have gathered my perfumed myrrh,
eaten my honey forest,

drunk my wine and milk;

the kind that lovers eat,

that intimates drink and get drunk on. “

I was asleep, with my heart aroused;

the sound of my Intimate pounding:

“Open for me, my sister my companion

my dove my perfect,

for my head is full of dew,

my locks with night rains.”

“I’'ve taken off my robe: should I put it back
on? I’ve washed my feet: should I dirty them
again?” My Intimate let go of the keyhole,
but my insides churned for him.

I arose to open for my Intimate,

my hands dripping myrrh,

my fingers with flowing myrrh,

on the palmplate of the lock.

I opened for my Intimate!

But my Intimate was vanished and gone.

My life to hear Him speak!

I sought Him but could not find Him,

I called Him but He did not reply.

The watchmen wandering the city found me;
they struck me and wounded me;

they removed my veil from me,

the guardians of the walls.

“I demand your oath, daughters of
Jerusalem:

If you find my Intimate,

you must tell Him that I am sick with love
“How perfect your intimacy is,

most perfect of women;
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how perfect beyond words your intimacy,
that you have imposed this oath upon us.”
My Intimate is bright and flushed,

a banner for myriads.

His head is purest gold,

His locks are piled on each other,

black as the raven.

His eyes are like doves on streams of water,
rinsing in milk,

perched on stones.

His cheeks are like spice-furrows,

with towers of perfume;

His lips like lilies,

wafting flowing myrrh.

His arms are turned of gold,

set in beryl;

His abdomen smooth ivory

studded with sapphires.

His thighs are marble pillars,
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founded on pedestals of purest gold; [7272 INXN
His appearance like Lebanon, :0'TIND 1IN
select as cedars. D'pnnn DN
His palate is all sweetness, D' TNN 1721
and all of Him arouses desire; WA NTHTIT AT
this is my Intimate and this is my Companion, :D7wN' NN
lasses of Jerusalem.

Where has your Intimate gone, 7T 7N IR
most beautiful of women? D'YI1 NO'N
Toward where has your Intimate set His JTIT N9 NIX
course, that we may seek Him with you? Y YR
My Intimate has descended to His garden, 1227 T TIT
to the spice-furrows, owan NIANy?
to pasture in the gardens 0222 NIv1Y?
and graze among the lilies. :DIYIY VPY7I

I for my Intimate, and my Intimate for me,
Who grazes among the lilies.

You are beautiful, my companion,

as All-women’s-desire,

attractive as Jerusalem,

awesome as a bannered army.

Turn your eyes away from me,

for they have overpromised me;

your hair is like a flock of goats
cascading from Mt. Gilead.

Your teeth are like a flock of shorn ewes
just emerged from the wash,

all bearing twins, with none miscarrying.
Your cheeks are like a pomegranate rind
behind your veil.

Sixty of my women are queens,
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and eighty concubines,

and maidens beyond number.

But my dove, my perfect one, is unique —
unique to her mother,

brilliant to her birthmother;

Daughters praise her when they see her, and
queens and concubines exalt her!

Who is this who looks out like the morning
star,

beautiful as the moon,

brilliant as the sun,

awesome as a bannered army?

I descended to a chestnut garden,
to see the buds of the wadis,

to see if the grape had flowered,

if the pomegranates had fruited.

I could not know

that my soul had placed me

in the chariot of my nation’s Ruler.
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Return, O return, woman of Completion;
return, O return, and we will feast our eyes
on you.

What, will you feast your eyes

on the woman of Completion

as if she were a dancer in the camps!
How beautiful your footsteps in your boots,
O daughter of a ruler;

the sheathes of your thighs

like rings carved by an artisan.

Your navel is a clear goblet,

with nothing lacking in its blend;

your belly is a mound of wheat

enclosed in lilies.

Your two breasts

are like two foals,

twin deer.

Your neck is like the ivory tower,

your eyes calculating pools

near the public gate;

your nose is like the tower of Lebanon,
overlooking the approach to Damascus.
Your head upon you like Carmel,

and the fringes of your head like royal
purple; a king imprisoned in their flow.
How beautiful you have made this

and how pleasant;

love with all delights.

This — your figure rising like a palm,
and your breasts like clusters of dates.
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I said — I will climb the palm,

I will grasp its finger-stalks;

Let your breasts, please, be like clusters of
grapes, and the scent of your face like apples,
and your palate like fine wine,

deserving my intimacy,

animating sleeping lips.

I for my Intimate, and His passion upon me.

“Come, my Intimate,

let us go out to the field,

let us lodge in the villages.

We will go eagerly to the vineyards,

we will see if the grapevine has flowered,
the grapes budded, the pomegranates
Jruiting; there I will present my intimacy to
You.

The mandrakes have given off their scent,
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and at our doorstep all sweet fruit; TIT
new and old, 17 Moy
my Intimate,

I have stored up for You.”

If You could only be like a brother to me, 7 NRD AN '
who nursed my mother’s breasts with me; X Y
then if I found You outside I would kiss You, YN YINQ INXNX
still they would not disdain me. (71T X7 DA
I would take charge of You, JANIX
bring you to my mother’s house; "MK N YR NN
You would teach me! NN
I would kiss Your lips with spiced wine, NN "N YR
with the juice of my pomegranates. N0 o'oyn
(His left hand beneath my head, 'YK NNN 17RNY
with His right hand hugging me.) Npann nme
I have demanded your oath, DONKX 'MYavn
daughters of Jerusalem, 07w’ N2
lest you awaken or arouse the love N2NKN DX NIYN ANl NN N
until she desires. 0 :YONNv Ty
Who is this nNT™M

ascending from the wilderness,
leaning on her Intimate?
I aroused you under the apple tree,
there where your mother labored with you,
there where your birthmother labored for
you.
“Stamp me like a seal on Your heart,
like a seal on Your arm,
because love is strong as death,
Jjealousy unyielding as the grave.
Its embers
are fiery embers
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Jrom the flame of God.”

Mighty waters could not quench the love,
and rivers could not sweep it away,
though if a man gave

all the wealth of his house

Jor love,

they would surely disdain him.

“We have a little sister,

who has no breasts.

What will we do for our sister

on the day she is spoken for?”

If she is a wall,

we will bind upon her a silver rampart;
but if she is a door,

we will bar her with a cedar plank.

“I am a wall, and my breasts are like
towers”; then I became in His eyes a source
of peace.

Shlomoh had a vineyard in the Field of
Plenty; he gave the vineyard to the
watchmen.

Each would get a thousand of silver for its
Sruits.

“My vineyard is before me;

the thousand are for you, Shlomoh,

and two hundred for those who guard its
Sruit.”

She who dwells in gardens,

whose friends heed her voice,

tell me your will.

“Flee, my Intimate,

make yourselflike a deer

or like an antelope fawn

on spice mountains.”
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