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Which is Greater During a Pandemic, Study or Action?
May 28, 2020

The Talmud separately records two questions that were debated and decided in the attic of Nitzah in the
city of Lod. On Sanhedrin 74a: “Which prohibitions must a person die rather than transgress?” and on
Kiddushin 40b: “Which is greater, study or action?”

The attic of Nitzah was probably a hideout at a time when Rome had made studying Torah a capital crime.
These questions were immediate life-and-death issues. What is the bare minimum needed for Judaism to
survive, with integrity?

Rabbi Tarfon responded that “Action is greater”; Judaism can survive mimetically even if no one
understands what they are doing, but study without practice will reach only a narrow band of intellectuals.
Rabbi Akiva responded that “study is greater,” because a religion that survives only through blind ritual
has no meaning. A consensus emerged that “study is greater, because it leads to action.”

But doesn’t that mean that action is really greater?

This seeming paradox has puzzled intellectuals for millennia, and its implications are constantly debated
by practical people. How do we allocate scarce communal and individual resources when schools and
chesed organizations compete for them? Should Torah education be conceptual or practical? Why do we
study the parts of Torah that don’t apply in our day, and how should we study them? What do we do if our
experience doesn’t bear out the hypothesis that more Torah study leads to more Torah action?

The pandemic made action harder. Many interpersonal and ritual mitzvot became harder or impossible to
perform. The cause was pandemic not persecution, but the result was the same: many of us ended up
isolated in our own attics of Nitzah, trying to figure out how to maintain our religion without physical
community and the reinforcement and satisfactions it provides. I hope we’ll find ways to share with each
other all the insights we developed.

Focusing on study often satisfies me. An essay by Rav Aharon Lichtenstein argues that a life of pure study
may be the ideal, at least for Rambam; it’s just that study which fails to generate action in the situations it
applies to is impure, unfinished, maybe even corrupted. Genuine study naturally brings us to action, but
action is not the purpose of study. Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai’s cave is a form of Eden. (The story of Rabbi
Shimon bar Yochai’s isolation, in addition to paralleling the stories of Mosheh and Eliyahu’s isolations,
ironically reverses Plato’s Allegory of the Caves. In Plato, philosophers who have seen sunlight/truth are
nevertheless compelled to return to the dark cave of society and take up political responsibility. Rabbi
Shimon bar Yochai and his son see pure truth in their cave, but G-d compels them to return to the society
that lives in daylight.)

This essay sometimes holds great appeal to me. But with the community in crisis, and so many people
making contributions that made the difference between life and death, it was extraordinarily hard to
justify engaging primarily in Torah study purely lishmoh, for its own sake. So I became enormously
grateful for opportunities to make Torah ideas matter practically to people, on issues such as caring for
the isolated on yom tov, or whether arranging for faster and more efficient distribution of healthcare
resources is considered lifesaving and permits working on Shabbat. Some of those opportunities are
reflected in the essay on pikuach nefesh in this Reader.

But as time passed, I also realized how much learning with the “regulars” at my online shiurim mattered,
to me and to them, regardless of its immediate practical implications. Torah study is itself an action. Some
of our learning together is contained in the essay on Bathtub Mikvaot in this Reader, but I still owe a full
presentation of Halakhic triage ethics that participates authentically in contemporary moral discourse,
and enables Orthodox healthcare workers to work with integrity within the outcomes of that discourse.



We should also acknowledge that so much of what we hope for medically is rooted in ideas that began as
“pure science.” The things we need to get through a crisis often come from the things we see as luxuries
during a crisis. This is also true in Torah.



Can a Bathtub be a Mikveh?

May 28, 2020

INTRODUCTION

Many observant women are currently avoiding public mikvahs out of fear of contagion. Until a reliable
and accountable system develops for certifying compliance with health regulations, such fears are
reasonable and legitimate, as the RCA has acknowledged. Moreover, women in high-risk categories (or
who live with people in high-risk categories) are medically and halakhically discouraged from immersing
even where stringent safeguards are in place. Ad hoc solutions such as taking contraceptive pills or
immersing in natural bodies of water are helpful to some but not all of these women. Every possible
halakhic effort must be made to enable these women to immerse.

This sh’at hadchak (time of pressing circumstances) has generated a polemical debate about whether
immersion in tapwater-filled home tubs can be halakhically validated. My goal is to move the discussion
away from broad-brush polemics toward halakhic nuance. Whether home immersion is valid depends on
many practical variables that have not yet been adequately researched, and may differ from city to city,
house to house, and even tub to tub.

FROM RESERVOIRTO TAP
1.
Can a mikvah be filled completely with tapwater?

Vayikra 11:36" establishes two categories of valid mikvah: the maayan, which is a flowing stream of
groundwater, and the mikveh, which is a pool of “still” water, meaning that it has no noticeable outflow
(zochalin). The standard public “mikvah” is a mikveh, meaning that it is a pool of water that must not be
zochalin.

Municipal water supplies draw their water from a wide variety of sources, including groundwater,
snowmelt, rain, and more. Almost all of these are valid sources for mikveh water. The relevant question is
whether anything happens between source and tap to invalidate the water. Two halakhic requirements
might be relevant.

A.

The first requirement, found on Talmud Zevachim 25b?, establishes that water for a mikveh must not be
made to flow over or through (hamshakhah) anything that is able to contract ritual impurity (mekabel
tum’ah). Most useful metal or wood objects are mekabel tum’ah, and so one might think that flowing
through pipes invalidates the water.

But this is not so. Objects which are permanently attached to the ground are not mekabel tum’ah, nor are
objects permanently attached to objects that are permanently attached, and so on. The pipes and other
elements of a municipal water system can be presumed to fit this description. Therefore, none of them are
mekabel tum’ah, and tapwater has no problem of invalid hamshakhah.

B.
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The second requirement is more likely to be problematic.

The Talmud assumes in many places that mikveh-water must not be drawn (sheuvin).? The classic and
universally agreed case of sheuvin is when a person draws water in a bucket and then pours the bucket out
into a mikveh. We can generalize this by saying that to become sheuvin, water must be contained in a
utensil (keli) that was humanly made or purposed. But the definition of keli is complex.

A metal or wood object can be mekabel tum’ah only if it is considered a keli. However, Mishnah Mikvaot
4:1% states that stone and dung containers make water shevuin even though stone and dung are not
mekabel tum’ah. This demonstrates that not all kelim are mekabel tum’ah. However, one might still argue
that all metal or wood kelim are mekabel tum’ah. If that were the case, any metal or wood object that is
not mekabel tum’ah could not create sheuvin.

Mishnah Mikvaot 4:5° seems to support this position. It states that a stone container made in-ground does
not create sheuvin. Since stone cannot be mekabel tum’ah anyway, why does being in-ground matter? The
simplest answer is that objects connected to the ground (mechubar lakarka) are not mekabel tum’ah. But
then why can detached stone containers create sheuvin? We can answer with the following distinction:
Detached tone and dung containers are not mekabel tum’ah even though they are kelim, whereas
mechubar lakarka objects are not mekabel tum’ah because they are not kelim.

If this distinction is correct, then because the components of a permanent water system are generally
considered mechubar lakarka, the system between source and tap almost certainly would not create
sheuvin.

However, sugyot on Talmud Bava Kamma 67a° and Bava Batra 65b-66b” undermine this distinction. The
sugyot cite a beraita stating that if a person carves a depression into a (metal or wood) pipe (so that gravel
will settle out of the water flowing through it, thereby making it a container) while the pipe is attached to
the ground, then the pipe does not create sheuvin. However, if the person carves the depression before
the pipe is attached, then the pipe creates sheuvin even after it is attached.

3 See e.g. Bava Kamma 67a and Bava Batra 65b-66b below.
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If the pipe in the end is mechubar lakarka either way, and therefore not mekabel tum’ah, why should it
matter whether it became a container before being attached?

The Talmud first answers that the issue of sheuvin is only derabanan. This may mean that the issue of
sheuvin is never deoraita, but that the rabbis decreed against immersing in sheuvin lest one come to
immerse in a keli, which would be invalid deoraita. Alternatively, it may mean that sheuvin is derabanan.
in some cases but deoraita in others, and that the beraita’s rule applies only to the derabanan cases. (See
Appendix B for whether the distinction between derabanan and deoraita cases is practically relevant to
our discussion.)

Still, the Talmud asks, if an attached pipe is not a keli, why would the rabbis include it in the decree
against sheuvin? It answers that the pipe had been a keli before it was attached.

The problem with this answer is that Mishnah Kelim 11:2% and many Tosefot? teach that objects intended
to be used only when mechubar lakarka are not mekabel tum’ah even before they are attached.” Almost
all commentators read the beraita above as discussing pipes that were intended to be used only when
mechubar lakarka. So how can the beraita claim that it was ever a keli? The solution is that a metal
container can be a keli without being mekabel tum’ah. (For more proofs of this proposition see Appendix
A)

Still, why should it matter that the pipe had been a keli, if it is now attached? The solution is that if it was
a keli before being attached (whether or not it was mekabel tum’ah), it remains a keli even after becoming
mechubar lekarka (and certainly not mekabel tum’ah).

This means that water becomes invalid as sheuvin if at any point it is contained in something that had
been a keli before becoming mechubar lakarka. So we cannot validate tapwater solely because all the
components of the water system are currently mechubar lekarka.

The Secret of the Jews by Rabbi David Miller, a fervent proponent of the validity of home immersion,
explains this issue clearly. He states that the components of a system are not a problem so long as “each
and any of these apparati is not capable of holding water in its regular position before being connected
or attached, and is made originally for that purpose; and is properly and permanently connected with
the regular water system and with the building.” Similarly, storage tanks are not a problem so long as
“such tanks were originally made for that purpose, to be connected to the ground or building, and are in
fact connected thereto and permanently installed; and provided, of course, that they have a hole in the
very bottom (which is usually the case) as an outlet.” The requirements to not be “capable of holding
water in its regular position before being installed,” or specifically to “have a hole in the very bottom as an
outlet” are ways of saying that the water cannot be in anything that was a container, and therefore a keli,
before it became mechubar lekarka. Rabbi Miller believed that most municipal and home water systems
met this requirement, for example stating that an outlet hole at the very bottom “is usually the case.”

Rabbi Nissan Telushkin, in his 1947 work Mikveh Israel (2™ expanded edition 1950), accepts Rabbi
Miller’s halakhic principles. After studying the New York City water system, he ruled that NYC tapwater
was valid for mikvaot except in three neighborhoods where the water passes through pressurized storage
tanks. Since these tanks were attached to the ground, and were always intended to be attached to the
ground, they are not mekabel tum’ah. The basis for invalidating water that passed through them must be
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however that after being attached they are not mekabel tum’ah but still create sheuvin.
9 See for example Tosefta Mikvaot 5:7
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'° The standard position is that this relates to the specific object; Beit Yitzchak YD 2:30 contends that the object must belong to a
class of objects that are never used other than mechubar lakarka (see Appendix A). Note also the position of Avnei Nezer that
requires not only intention to be attached, but also to “serve the ground.” He contends that the pipes “serve the water” by filtering it,
rather than serving the ground (see Appendix A).



that they were capable of holding water before they were installed, and that they are considered to contain
the water that flows through them, because their outlets are on the side rather than on the bottom.

Rabbi Telushkin then points out that rooftop storage tanks in individual houses pose a problem even in
other neighborhoods. Under NYC fire regulations, such tanks were required to have two outlets, one on
the side and one on the bottom, and under ordinary conditions, to open only the outlet on the side. This
ensured that the tank would always contain water for firefighting purposes, even if the fire prevented
water from being pumped up to it. So these tanks as well were capable of holding water before being
connected to the system, and of containing the water that flowed through them.

Both of Rabbi Telushkin’s concerns apply to any tapwater whose progress from source to tap is not fully
understood. For example, Cleveland’s water department website shows its supply passing through a series
of tanks, each of which have outlets on the side rather than on the bottom. Cleveland may be different
from New York because all its water is pumped up from Lake Erie, whereas New York’s supply is brought
down by gravity from the Catskill Mountains. But it is also possible that requirements for filtration,
fluoridation, etc. have changed since Rabbi Telushkin’s day, and that nowadays all NYC water passes
through such tanks. Certainly the issue must be thoroughly researched before even NYC tapwater can be
validated.

Similarly, Rabbi Telushkin’s concern may apply nowadays to more than rooftop tanks. For example,
standard hot water heaters have outlets on the side rather than on the bottom. Therefore, the water
system of each house must be examined before validating water coming from its taps.

THE TUB ITSELF

Let us assume that all this research has been done, and the water coming out of this specific tap is not
sheuvin. The tap opens directly into a tub. What are the requirements for the tub to be a valid mikveh?

a. SIZE

The Talmud (Eruvin 14a-b") provides three ways of calculating the minimum size of a valid mikveh:
a.  Sufficient to fully immerse

b. 3 cubic cubits (amot)

c¢.  Sufficient to contain 40 sa’ah.

Some claim that “sufficient to fully immerse” is a subjective measure, and the deoraita standard, while the
other measurements are objective and derabanan. If that is the case, a small person could presumably
immerse deoraita in less than 40 saah. Similarly, a person could fully immerse and yet fail to satisfy the
derabanan standard.

Scholars in other halakhic contexts have given values ranging from 18 to 24 inches for the amah. A 24
inch amah yields a minimum mikvah value of 24 cubic feet, or approximately 180 gallons. An 18 inch
amabh yields 10.25 cubic feet, or approximately 77 gallons.

Rabbi Miller initially required private mikvahs to be 24 cubic feet. In his final edition however, he
required only 80.57 gallons. He acknowledged that he could find no one else willing to support him on
this, and publishing this position may have damaged his reputational legacy (see my upcoming article on
the topic in The Lehrhaus).

But let us assume that the situation we find ourselves in justifies relying on his position. The mikveh must
be able to retain its full measure during the immersion. A person displaces approximately a gallon of
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water for every 8 pounds they weigh. So even Rabbi Miller’s minimum shiur actually requires a tub with a
capacity of 90-110 gallons, depending on the person.

What sort of tubs would then be large enough?

The inside of my home’s ordinary five-foot bathtub measures 53 x 22 inches at its very top, and 48 x 18 at
its floor. It is 11 inches high to the overflow valve, with another inch above that. Even if we took the top
measurements as if the tubs walls were straight, and plugged the overflow (which is necessary in any case
to prevent the problem of zochalin), the tub’s volume would be slightly over 8 cubic feet, or around 60
gallons. So it seems clear that ordinary tubs cannot meet the objective derabanan standard. Furthermore,
such tubs are not big enough for ordinary-sized adults to fully immerse themselves in. However, some
higher end tubs or jacuzzis certainly are big enough, and perhaps some older clawfoot tubs are also big
enough.

b. keli

We learned above that even if the problem of sheuvin is derabanan, immersing in a keli is invalid
deoraita. We also learned that if something is a keli before being mechubar lekarka, it remains so even
after being attached, and that being able to hold water in its ordinary position defines something as a keli.
This would mean that a tub can only be a valid mikveh if it was unable to hold water at the moment before
it was installed.

Rabbi Miller titled a subchapter in Secret of the Jews (all editions) “A Bathtub is Not a Mikvah,” and
declares that this was obvious based on the rules given above. Why? Bathtubs have an outlet hole at their
very bottom!? The explanation I favor is that in the 1930s, bathtub drains were stopped by rubber inserts.
Those inserts came with the tub, had no purpose other than stopping the drain, and sometimes were even
chained to the tub. They were, in short, part of the tub. Therefore, the tub was able to contain water even
before being installed.

If this explanation is correct, Rabbi Miller would not have the same issue with my home tub. The stopper
for my tub’s drain is built into the pipe running from the overflow valve to the drain. That pipe is attached
to the tub after the tub is in place and attached to the plumbing. So my tub was built with a hole in its very
bottom and did not become a container until it was mechubar lekarka, and furthermore its hole was
plugged by something that is itself mechubar lekarka (which is currently failing to plug it, but that is
another story).

But my tub is too small to be a mikveh. The question is whether high-end tubs are built and installed the
same way. (Note: Outdoor hot tubs are not connected to plumbing, and obviously hold water, so they are
certainly kelim and invalid).

One obvious difference is that my tub is made of enameled cast-iron, whereas Jacuzzis and other
ready-made high-end tubs tend to be made of fiberglass-reinforced acrylic. Several internet videos
purport to show the construction and design of acrylic bathtubs. (See e.g.
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=5dXMGDRWpqg). These videos show that acrylic bathtubs are formed
out of a single solid sheet, with no holes in the bottom or anywhere else. Holes for the drain etc. are drilled
afterward. So there is no question that they begin their existence as keilim. Moreover, each tub is tested
before shipping by being filled with water!

However, it is possible to “break kelim.” One way to break a container is to drill a hole in its bottom with a
diameter of (taking the smallest possible measurement for “two fingers”) an inch and then plugging the
hole after connecting it to the ground. (Rabbi Miller and most authorities believe that one has to plug the
hole by connecting it to the ground.) Drainholes certainly have a large enough diameter. If acrylic tubs
have their drainholes plugged in the same way as my cast-iron tub, they would meet this requirement.
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I initially suggested that the fact of the water-test was sufficient to invalidate acrylic tubs, because they
held water even after the holes were drilled. However, Deborah Klapper argued that they were plugged
with a stopper that is intended to be temporary and does not travel with the tub, and therefore cannot be
considered part of it. Preliminary halakhic research indicates that her position is tenable.

However, as confirmed to me by an Orthodox contractor, the same video shows that acrylic tubs are not
plugged in the same way as metal tubs. Rather, acrylic tubs are “fully plumbed” before installation,
including the pipe leading from the overflow valve to the drain, and then lowered onto a drainpipe in the
floor. In other words, they are capable of holding water at the moment before they become mechubar
lekarka.

This means that an acrylic tub is presumptively a keli and an invalid mikveh unless one knows for certain
that for whatever reason its drainpipe with stopper was attached only after it was connected to the
plumbing,

CONCLUSION

There is no precedent or plausible argument for regarding an ordinary bathtub as a valid mikveh. Rabbi
David Miller, often cited as validating bathtub immersions, actually denounced them out of hand.
However, Rabbi Miller did support building home mikvaot and filling them with tapwater. In the last
edition of his book, he radically shrank the required size of a mikveh, although an ordinary bathtub would
still not be close to big enough.

Rabbi Miller’ arguments for the validity of tapwater remain halakhically sound, and they were endorsed
by Rabbi Nissan Teluskin. However, as Rabbi Telushkin demonstrated, these arguments do not apply to
all public water supplies. It seems likely that many fewer cities meet the criteria than used to, and so each
area requires thorough investigation.

Rabbi Miller himself noted that the water supply system in individual houses can be halakhically
problematic. Rabbi Telushkin showed that the problems were more widespread than Rabbi Miller
indicated, and it seems likely that they have become yet more so. Therefore, each house requires thorough
investigation.

Rabbi Miller rejected all bathtubs out of hand, regardless of size. I suggest that changes in plumbing have
made his objection obsolete with regard to cast iron bathtubs. However, cast iron bathtubs are almost
never large enough. Acrylic tubs, which may be large enough, are generally invalid on the same ground
invalidated cast iron tubs in Rabbi Miller’s time.

Outdoor hot tubs that are not connected to plumbing are obviously invalid.

Several possibilities for valid home immersion remain. Inground pools (indoor or outdoor) made of
poured concrete, or custom bathtubs that are built in place rather than prefabricated, may be large
enough and valid mikvehs. However, one would have to investigate the municipal and house water
supplies before allowing such mikvehs to be filled directly with tapwater. A pool’s filter system also
requires investigation, as well as systems for whirlpool massage and the like.

If the available tapwater is invalid, such mikvehs could in principle be filled from other sources, such as
rainwater, or melting ice, or possibly by conducting the water from the tap to the mikveh over a sluice that
is not mekabel tum’ah. Such methods pose their own practical and halakhic challenges, which are beyond
the scope of this article.

APPENDIX A
Proofs that metal containers which are not mekabel tum’ah nevertheless are kelim for the purpose of

invalidating a mikveh:
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Several colleagues initially argued to me that a container constructed to be used exclusively while
mechubar lekarka is not a keli even before it is attached. It therefore seems worthwhile to catalog some
more of the evidence and authority against this argument.

1. Rabbeinu Gershom’s text of the beraita apparently read 1vap7 "1 17770, he carved (the depression in) the
pipe in order to attach it. However, this text Is not supported by any ms. of either sugya (Friedberg).

2. U [A'0 YT MI' - NI'IN KITAN ATINA VT N"IW responds to a student/colleague’s critique of Rabbi
Landau’s position that anything made to be attached to the ground is not mekabel tum’ah even before it is
attached. The critic argues this position contradicts the beraita, which says that the pipes create sheuvin
even before being attached. How can that be if the pipes are not mekabel tum’ah!? Rabbi Landau
responds that he is astonished at the critic’s conflation sheuvin with kabbalat tum’ah, since sheuvin
depends entirely on whether the relevant object is a keli regardless of whether it is mekabel tum’ah. Both
Rabbi Landau and his interlocutor assume that detached containers are kelim regardless of why they were
made.
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3. Tosefta Yadayim 1:9 states that if a container formed naturally in groundrock, and then was naturally
separated and reconnected, it does not create sheuvin. However, if a person “reconnected it | thought
about using it,” it creates sheuvin. This text seems out of order, as presumably the thought is relevant only
if it precedes the reconnection. The GRA accordingly translates “reconnected it or thought about using
it.” The Chazon Ish derives that “thought about using it” makes it a keli even if the thought was to use it
only after reconnecting it, in which case it is not mekabel tum’ah. He cites our beraita about the pipes as
evidence.

4. Talmud Shabbat 52b states that a new metal object which one intends to polish is not mekabel tum’ah,
because it is unfinished. If one changes one’s mind about polishing it, it becomes mekabel tum’ah, and if
one changes one’s mind again, it ceases to be mekabel tum’ah. However, if it actually becomes tamei, then
it remains tamei even if one decides again to polish it.

Rav Elchonon Wasserman in 2% nIX ["2In NIyinY yaly oniyw yalp wonders: A broken keli does not retain
previous tum’ah. If an unfinished metal object is not mekabel tum’ah because it is not yet a keli, and its
status is changed by thought, then why isn’t deciding to polish it the equivalent of breaking it, so that it is
no longer a keli? He responds that an unfinished but useful metal object is a keli, just not one that is
mekabel tum’ah. Changing its status to unfinished prevents it from becoming tamei, because unfinished
metal objects are not mekabel tum’ah, but does not remove its existing tum’ah, because it is still a keli.

Rabbi Wasserman cites as parallel a case from Shabbat 52. A needle which has not yet had its eye pierced
is not mekabel tum’ah, because it is unfinished. However, it is not muktzah on Shabbat as useless, since
some people use needle blanks for other purposes. Rashi explains that the Torah declares objects to be
mekabel tum’ah only if they are a keli maaseh. Rabbi Wasserman understands this to imply that a useful
unfinished object is a keli, just not a keli maaseh. He then equates the Rabbinic standard of keli for
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muktzah with the Biblical standard for mikveh, specifically citing as examples containers made of stone or
dung and containers that were made to be used only while attached.
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5. Rabbi A. Y. Kuk in X a*o (AyT nir 211y) [nd nyT N"IW provides another example of a container that is
considered a keli for mikveh purposes despite not being mekabel tum’ah. Talmud Bavli Pesachim 109b
and Talmud Yerushalmi Yoma 3:8 each declare that the giant Temple basin known as Yam Shel Shlomoh
was used as a mikvah; the Bavli adds that it was large enough to contain the water for 150 mikvehs, or
6000 sa’ah, minimally 12,000 gallons. Containers that cannot be moved when full are not mekabel
tum’ah. Nonetheless, the Yerushalmi challenges the claim that the basin was used as a mikveh on the
basis that it was used as a keli!? Tosafot Pesachim 109b explain that while it was not mekabel tum’ah, it
was nonetheless a keli for the purpose of sheuvin. Rav Yoel HaLevi cited in Mordekhai Hilkhot Mikvaot 45
uses this logic to explain why immersion in a huge barrel that has been buried in the earth (i.e. mechubar
lekarka) in invalid, even though it was always intended to be buried.

(RAK: See also Agudah Pesachim. Raavyah Teshuvot uBeiurei Sugyot 990 also quotes Rav Yoel haLevi’s
position. Note that some contend that the rule about containers that cannot be moved applies only to
wooden containers.)
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6. Tosafot Chadashim to Mishneh Mikvaot 6:10 offers an original Biblical basis for the distinction between
kabbalat tum’ah and sheuvin.
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The list of names and citations can be greatly extended.

At one point, I wrote (perhaps hubristically) to a colleague expert in Taharot that so far as I could tell, my
position was supported by all rishonim and acharonim who address the issue. He responded by citing
Avnei Nezer YD:271 and Beit Yitzchak YD 2:30. I therefore present them here as the most likely basis for
any conflicting position.

a.

Beit Yitzchak cites panu "n1a and n'7nwi nnY as disagreeing with NbY’s blanket claim that all useful
containers create sheuvin before being attached. Each adds an additional qualification for being not
mekabel tum’ah which explain why the pipe is mekabel tum’ah despite always being intended for
attachment, e.g. that the pipe was useful even before it was a container. Beit Yitzchak rejects all these with
regard to deoraita issues such as immersing in the container; he is willing to rely on them post facto in
cases where the only possible invalidation is derabanan. He himself offers a qualification that adds a
stringency to NbY, arguing that objects which are not of a kind used exclusively while mechubar lekarka
are mekabel tum’ah on a rabbinic level even if the specific object was always intended to be used while
mechubar. Note also that Lechem v’'Simlah himself rules that one should in practice be stringent in
accordance with the position of Noda b’Yehudah.

Each of the proposed qualifications in theory would need to be evaluated for their application to
contemporary circumstances. However, since immersion in the container itself is a deoraita issue, in
practice Beit Yitzchak simply supports my position regarding bathtubs and jacuzzis.

b.

Avnei Nezer argues, with a literary basis, that intention to use something only while it is mechubar
lekarka is not the relevant standard. The relevant standard is “intention to use something only for the
sake of the ground.” The depression in the pipe, he argues, serves the water (as a filter), not the ground,
and therefore the pipe is mekabel tum’ah. His example of “serving the ground” is a pipe intended to
divert water away from a house.

It is not clear to me what Avnei Nezer’s standard means, and therefore how to apply it to cases where the
object contains the water, such as a bathtub, rather than having the water pass through it.

Moreover, in my humble opinion Avnei Nezer’s ground for disagreeing with Noda b’Yehuda is a very weak
reed:
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C.

Regardless, the positions of Avnei Nezer and Gidulei Taharah compel me to withdraw my assertion of
unanimity. I am still very comfortable saying “overwhelming consensus and preponderance of evidence.”

APPENDIX B
RABBI CHAIM AMSALLEM

Rabbi Chaim Amsallem (n'*na n1nal, published at https://zera-israel.org/digital-library/, offers what
seems like an argument for validating bathtub immersions. He contends that when all mikvaot are closed
by government order, and therefore no women can immerse in accordance with the derabanan standard
for a valid mikvah, it is necessary and proper for poskim to publicly legitimate immersions that meet
deoraita but not derabanan standards.

Many of his arguments about the halakhic process are stimulating. However, as Rabbi Dr. Michoel
Avraham points out in a critique-cum-haskomoh that Rav Amsallem publishes as part of his work, the
psak addresses a fictional situation, because the mikvaot were never closed. We don’t know what Rabbi
Amsallem would say in the real world.

Secondly, Rabbi Amsallem’s deoraita standard includes the requirement that the whole body be
immersed at once. As we have seen, it would take the confluence of an extraordinarily large bathtub and
an extraordinarily small women to make this leniency of any practical use. This is likely why his work
continually says “or maybe Jacuzzi.”

Finally, while Rabbi Amsallem sides with those who hold that sheuvin is never more than a derabanan
issue, he does not address the consensus position that immersion in a keli is a deoraita issue. He therefore
never addresses the issue of the validity of the tub itself. I can only speculate that he is unaware of the
ways in which acrylic tubs are plumbed.
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A Teshuvah Regarding Pikuach Nefesh in a Time of Pandemic

May 28, 2020

Dear Rabbi Klapper,

I have always taken great pride in the way that halakhic Judaism celebrates life. I celebrate my friends
who are doctors and nurses as doing the work of Heaven. One of the reasons I so look up to them, and
don’t envy them, is that they willingly sacrifice their Shabbat experience to save lives. I could never
imagine being on-call for work over Shabbat, or having to answer my phone for work.

Until this week. When it became known that healthcare workers and first responders were dying for lack
of masks, I turned my high-end tailoring shop into a mask factory, and my workers have all volunteered to
come in for free on Shabbat and Sunday to continue production. I'd feel terrible if all my workers were
working for free while I was relaxing with my family, and besides, what is pikuach nefesh if not this? And
wouldn’t it be a terrible chillul Hashem if I didn’t go?

But I will also feel terrible violating Shabbat. So please tell me what I should do.

Sincerely,
Ralph L. Schneider

Dear Ralph:

Thank you for your beautiful question. I am humbled by the depth of both your religious and your moral
commitments. Words can’t express how grateful and impressed I am by your and your workers’
willingness to give your time for this purpose — certainly everything about this is a kiddush Hashem. It’s
hard for me to think of telling you what to do. But I'll tell you how I'm thinking about the question, and
then we can discuss further how to make the actual decision.

There is no doubt that the Torah gives enormous value to pikuach nefesh. “And you shall live by them”
teaches us that all the mitzvot except for three must be violated to save a life. Your volunteering is an
enormous mitzvah. But the exceptions for avodah zarah and gilui arayot teach us that life is not the only
Torah value.

All three exceptions are mitzvot lo taaseh, DO NOTs. That’s because not doing something can be more
important than life even in the moment, whereas good things can generally be postponed. For example:
There is no need to give up one’s life for the sake of studying in the moment, but the martyrdoms of Rabbi
Akiva and Rabbi Chanina ben Tradyon suggest that the same might not be true if the price of living meant
never learning Torah again.

Moreover, halakhic decisions among competing goods may not rest on which is “more important.”

For example: Shomer petaim Hashem allows people to engage in at least some forms of dangerous but
remunerative employment, so long as the risks involved are considered negligible by one’s society.
Similarly, Rav Aharon Lichtenstein zt”l would ask when teaching Bava Kamma, which assigns
compensation for all the various destructive things that bulls can do: Why didn’t the Torah just ban
owning bulls? Rabbi Dr. Moshe Tendler asks the same question on the societal level in his article "nrva
210 712D 190 167-169 "w91 11910 W91 INTEMIAND 2PN (n'7¥na nnrTra: If pikuach nefesh overrides
everything, why is it permitted for a state to build parks, rather than spending its entire GDP on
healthcare?

The answer is not that jobs, bulls and parks are more important than pikuach nefesh. Rather, we need to
recognize that “most important” values should not become “exclusive values.” Preserving life is an
enormous value, but other values are what makes life worth preserving. Shomer petaim is just one of the
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principles halakhah used to hedge pikuach nefesh about and ensure that it does not utterly dominate the
halakhic scene.

The halakhic discussion around autopsies beautifully illustrates this complex halakhic calculus.

In the late 18" century, Rabbi Yechezkel Landau (Responsa Noda B’Yehuda 2:YD210) was forwarded a
three-way rabbinic exchange about whether to permit autopsying a patient who had died of bladder-stone
surgery in order to improve surgical knowledge for future such operations. Rabbi Landau pointed out that
all sides of the previous discussion had ignored the elephant in the room: if knowledge gained from
autopsies saved lives, shouldn’t that justify any prohibition conceivably involved in conducting autopsies?

One might respond in hakhi nami, sure - if dissecting every Jewish corpse would save even one life, then
that’s what halakhah requires. But Rabbi Landau did not see this as a plausible outcome.

Rabbi Landau further noted that if performing an autopsy to gain medical knowledge constitutes pikuach
nefesh, then they may be performed on Shabbat. And if so, then shouldn’t anyone working in
life-and-death healthcare be permitted to work on Shabbat! One might allow drug manufacturers to run
their plants only if there is a chance of a shortage that couldn’t be made up after Shabbat. But what about
research labs working on cures of cancer, or new vaccine development? Isn’t every moment lost from
pikuach nefesh inexcusable?

One might respond again in hakhi nami, we do whatever halakhah requires. Rabbi Landau instead
developed a new halakhic standard for pikuach nefesh. That standard was “choleh lefaneinu,” meaning
that pikuach nefesh applies only to a concrete, identifiable, physically present patient. One can autopsy
Patient A only if Patient B with the same illness is already in one’s care.

Rabbi Landau’s standard has essentially disappeared as a matter of practice, although it is often paid
lip-service. For example, responsa often cite Chazon Ish YD 208:7 for the proposition that lefaneinu is
only an example, and “the matter is common” suffices. Or one might cite Rav Yechiel Weinberg’s opinion
25:X 20221210 'and)) that in an age of instantaneous communication, every presently ill person in the
world is considered lefaneinu. Responding to the present crisis, Rav Osher Weiss and Rav Herschel
Schachter each ruled that patients whose near-term arrival in hospital is statistically likely are considered
lefaneinu.

Rabbi Landau’s original formulation had no precedent, so I am not overly concerned about whether these
rulings hew to his standard. Rather, my question is how, with his standard obsolesced, we respond to
Rabbi Landau’s concern that pikuach nefesh would take up too much space in halakhah, with Shabbat as
the specific example.

One last time, one might respond in hakhi nami. Doctors and EMTs already carry their cell phones
everywhere on Shabbat, and many doctors go in for their regular rotations, and ambulance crews stand by
for Hatzoloh, and we are glad and admiring of them, and yet Shabbat survives. But maybe the slope is
slipping, and we need to draw new lines to hedge in pikuach nefesh. Yet at the same time, we must be
extraordinarily careful not to draw those lines too tightly.

Poskim tried to draw two new lines in the discussion about ZOOM sedarim and check-in phone calls
during the first “3 day Yom Tov” in isolation. The first was between medical professionals and the rest of
us. Pulpit rabbis were reclassified as triage therapists, who were therefore obligated to check their
messages on Yom Tov, while doing so remained completely forbidden to the rest of us. The second is
better illustrated than explained. Amudim and then the RCA allowed check-in calls, but insisted that the
call be initiated via a shinui, e.g. tapping the screen of a smartphone with one’s nondominant hand.
(Whether or not this actually constitutes a shinui is beyond my scope here.)

An effective shinui turns a deoraita violation into a derabanan. But Rabbi Landau explicitly stated that
pikuach nefesh is a binary switch halakhically; either it permits both deoraitas and derabanans, or it
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permits neither. Moreover, everyone understood that cellphones are not static, so that the shinui would
not be maintained for all actions during the call, and no one suggested that ambidextrous people could
not make the calls. The call for a shinui was a heker, a marker that this kind of pikuach nefesh was
different, even if we hadn’t yet figured out exactly how.

Here’s what I think was the key felt if not yet formulated difference. The phone calls were needed because
we were confident that some members of a given group would be in danger of suicide, but not because we
knew that any specific person was in danger. So the case did not meet the meaning of the lefaneinu
standard, even though we could point to a class of people we were treating as endangered. Until we
formulate a new standard, demanding a heker makes a lot of sense.

Your question similarly fits in the breach where lefaneinu used to hold the halakhic line. That means we
probably need to think creatively rather than just answering yes and no.

We also need to think about what precedents we’ll be setting, positive or negative, and try to be as clear as
possible to everyone about why you're making the decisions you are. For example: Would we be fine if all
Jews spent their Shabbat afternoons sewing masks, which absent pikuach nefesh would certainly involve
several capital violations of Shabbat? Do we think that bureaucrats responsible for distributing funds for
purchasing or manufacturing PPEs can work on Shabbat, if that means that more equipment will be made
available faster?

So here are a few of the questions I think we should be asking in your specific case, but that I think might
be relevant in many cases:

1) Is working on Shabbat the only option you have for achieving this result? Could you, for example,
achieve the same result by telling your workers that you’ll come in Saturday night in addition to Sunday?

2) Are you giving up all your free time for this, or are you still working 9-6 during the week? Would you
cancel a long-planned vacation (if such things were still possible)?

3) Is what you are doing personally essential for the work to be done, or do you just think that you're
better at the work?

4) How confident are you that your masks are going places where they save lives, as opposed to letting
people engage more safely in activities not strictly necessary to save lives?

I'm sure you've already thought of other questions along these lines.
Here is what I am thinking of as the halakhic calculus we should use.

1. Halakhah has two models for permitting prohibitions in time of necessity, hutrah and dechuyah.
Hutrah means that once the necessity of accomplishing something is established, we don’t look to
minimize the degree or number of prohibitions you violate. Dechuyah, by contrast, means that we permit
only the absolute minimum and degree of violations necessary.

The conventional standard for pikuach nefesh on Shabbat is an odd hybrid: we formally rule dechuyah,
but tell people to act as if it the ruling was hutrah, because we're afraid that thinking about how to observe
a dechuyah standard will cause delay and hesitation and eventually cost lives.

2. Halakhah doesn’t distinguish between definite risk-to-life and non-trivial-chance of risk-to-life in terms
of overriding prohibitions.

3. In cases like this, however, I think we should revert to an actual dechuyah standard, and permit only
what is absolutely necessary. Moreover, I think that what we should be willing to permit should be directly
proportional to the strength of the answers to your questions. For example, if you and your workers are
living your ordinary hours during the week, and choosing to work on Shabbat when you could accomplish
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the same thing by double-shifting during the week, I would see no basis for permitting any formal Shabbat
violations on your part. Maybe you could walk by and give them a thumbs-up, despite the risk that
observers will think that you’re benefiting economically from their work. If you're working to exhaustion,
and no other schedule is feasible, but you're not sure where your masks are going, I might allow more, but
certainly not deoraita violations. If you know that these masks are going straight to frontline healthcare
workers, and that any choice you make other than working on Shabbat will lead to such workers having to
do without masks, then I would let you do whatever was necessary, but with a shinui where possible
without impeding either the masks’ or your efficiency.

Thank you again.
With great appreciation,

Rabbi Aryeh Klapper
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Kavod HaBeryiot (Human Dignity): Psak and Pedagogy

January 24, 2020

What role should broad moral, ethical, or spiritual principles play in the development of halakhah and the
halakhic decisionmaking process?

What role should such principles play in the lives of halakhically observant Jews?
Are the above questions fundamentally the same as each other, or very different?

The Talmud sometimes derives legal details in specific cases from meta-principles that seem rooted in
values rather than in formal law. Take for example ny1 21 01T (Her ways are ways of pleasantness),
N7 NITh a1 1won | pnan (Distance yourself from ugly acts and from anything similar to them), or
NNWY X NNyt X7w IMny ,nnw' X7 Niixnal nima oIx Pioy' 0'71y7 (A person should certainly engage in
Torah and mitzvot not for the sake of Heaven, since out of not-for-the-sake he will come to “for the sake.”
Sometimes the relationship between law and values is embodied in a formal legal equation, such as ‘7112
NN NWYN X7 DX NNITY NiMan 712 (Great is human dignity, for it pushes aside a Biblical DON’'T), or '3
217 T 77N 'R own 717'n w'w D (One must not apportion dignity to rabbis wherever doing so would
enable desecration of G-d’s Name). In other cases, we are given little or no explicit guidance as to how that
relationship should play out in practice.

I recently heard a shiur from a wonderful young Talmid Chakham that I understood to be making the
following claim. Scholars must take broad principles into account even where halakhah already has
something to say. Laypeople, by contrast, should make decisions on the basis of their knowledge of the
law, and incorporate broad principles only where they have no governing legal evidence.

Here’s a model case. John Buck is walking to shul Shabbat morning in his non-eruved community. Jane
Doe, an elderly woman wearing a headscarf, is a block in front of him. A sudden gust of wind tears the
scarf off her head and blows it into the street, in his direction. If he does nothing, it will be blown into
traffic and destroyed. If he runs to catch it, he’ll have to carry it back to the sidewalk, and it will be
awkward if he doesn’t carry it all the way to the lady. But what will she think of him if he makes no effort?
He could feign an effort. But will she be humiliated by having to walk home bareheaded? His (securely
clipped-on) kippah probably isn’t big enough for her purposes.

There are a lot of practical, factual, and legal issues in play here. Is the street a Biblical public domain, or
is carrying four amot within it only a Rabbinic violation? Will it be more than 4 amot from where he
reaches the scarf to the safety of the sidewalk? Will it be possible then to ask her to come get it from him,
or to give it to a nonJew to bring it to her? Is it plain that the headscarf was worn for modesty, rather than
for comfort? And so on and so forth.

Scholars will presumably have a more sophisticated set of legal tools for analyzing some of these
questions, and a more extensive set of precedents. Scholars who are also experienced and competent
poskim will also have a set of experiences that generate a nuanced intuition. If John Buck is a scholar, he
will bring all those tools to bear on the question of whether this is a case in which concern for human
dignity, desecration of G-d’s Name, or the risk of inciting anti-Semitism justifies acting in violation of
ordinary Shabbat rules, or not.

But what if John is fifteen years old and a mediocre Jewish Studies student? (Or a brilliant Tanakh
student uninterested in sophisticated Halakhah?)

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein zt”] famously constructed a case contrasting the reactions of Modern Orthodox
and Charedi teenagers to a car owned by a non-Jew breaking down in their neighborhood. The Charedim
begin arguing about whether helping was a violation of lo techaneim (= lo titein lahem matnat chinam =
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do not give them free gifts) — the MOs help without any awareness of the sugya. Rav Lichtenstein
preferred helping to arguing, but wished the MO kids knew the sugya.

But there is a sense in which Rav Lichtenstein’s case is too easy. Modern Orthodox teens should have
heard of lo techaneim, yes, but in the context of being told that it has no application to contemporary
Gentiles in any case they are likely to encounter. Talmud Torah is a goal in itself, but Rav Lichtenstein did
not want or need them to deliberate before acting, nor would he himself have hesitated.

The same is true in cases that implicate pikuach nefesh. Yeshivishe legends even suggest that the greater
the talmid chakham, the less hesitation in such matters. We do not encourage nuanced reasoning in
genuine-life-and-death situations. The principle ein holkhin b’pikuach nefesh achar harov (= we don’t
need greater than 50% risk to treat a case as involving a threat to life) is understood as license to avoid
nuance.

I don’t think we educate the same way about kavod haberiyot. Why not? (Why) Do we want John Buck to
hesitate before helping?

I can think of two possibilities ofthand. The first is that we are much more concerned that kavod
haberiyot will be massively misused. The second is that kavod haberiyot is inherently more complicated
than either lo techaneim or pikuach nefesh.

The first possibility to some extent involves a circularity — people who are worried about misuse likely
think it has already been badly misused, while those who support e.g. recent attempts to invoke kavod
haberiyot with regard to issues of halakhah and gender or sexual orientation will not see much risk.

I think it’s fair to point out that this has at times also been true of pikuach nefesh. The Noda B’Yehuda’s
responsum about autopsies recognizes that in principle it can justify allowing all medical researchers and
manufacturers to work through Shabbat; to prevent this, he contends that pikuach nefesh is halakhically
significant only for a choleh lefaneinu (a patient who is before us). The jury is out on whether any version
of that formulation is practically relevant in the age of the internet. Rav Chaim Hirschensohn used it as at
least a immud zekhut (post-facto extenuation) for people who worked on Shabbat rather than lose their
jobs during the Great Depression, arguing that unemployment carried with it a significant risk of
starvation. Moreover, contemporary halakhic arguments about LGBT issues often cite suicide statistics.
So it’s not obvious to me that pikuach nefesh and kavod haberiyot have radically different risk profiles.

It is true that kavod haberiyot carries a more complicated prima facie halakhic profile. Pikuach nefesh
overrides everything except “the big three” sins, whereas according to Berakhot 19b-20a, kavod haberiyot
overrides only Rabbinic laws, Biblical laws categorized as monetary, and Biblical violations committed
passively. (Possibly there are only two categories, and even monetary laws can only be overridden
passively.) It is certainly possible to complicate the issue even further. Many rishonim argue that kavod
haberiyot overrides some but not all Rabbinic laws; many others argue that it overrides additional
categories of Biblical law not mentioned in the Berakhot text. Finally, while Noda B’Yehuda successfully
made pikuach nefesh a binary category, many rishonim argue that kavod haberiyot should be paskened
on a sliding scale, so that more serious dignity issues justify overriding more serious prohibitions.

But it is a mistake to conflate underlying complexity with the question of whether pedagogic simplicity is
possible. I suspect that we could find a way to teach our student John a fairly simple protocol. The core
issue is recognizing that we fail when our students are “too frum” to take human dignity into account in
their decisions. It would not necessarily be the worst thing in the world if our students decided to see
themselves as being machmir on kavod haberiyot rather than being meikil on Shabbat.

So — I suspect the real issue is that we worry not about our students’ capacity for nuance, or their ability to
apply the law, but rather that we don’t trust that they share a core understanding of human dignity with
those who have primary halakhic authority in their communities. This I think is a real issue, and justifies
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caution. But in the long run, we have to address that issue directly, rather than having its gravitational
pull distort our whole system.
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The Decalogue in Rabbinic Literature
by Dr. Malka Simkovich (SBM 2006)
February 16, 2017

This week’s parsha features a passage that in many ways, is the most central document in Israelite history.
This passage, Exodus 20:1—13, is known as the Decalogue, or The Ten Commandments (although some of
these commandments are actually statements). In the centuries following the dramatic moment of divine
revelation at Sinai, the Decalogue took hold as the central articulation of Israelite theology. Its contents,
along with the ethical injunctions in Vayikra 19, were paraphrased and referenced in many passages
preserved in biblical prophetic literature. And by the Second Temple period, the Decalogue was not only a
central idea, but a liturgical document. Despite its importance in the biblical and late Second Temple
periods, the Decalogue is not preserved in rabbinic liturgy. Nor is it of central theological interest in
rabbinic literature. While its verses have retained an important place in Jewish tradition, they have also
been eclipsed by a different statement, one uttered not by God, but by Moshe. This passage is, of course,
the Shema (Deut 6:4—9). In order to understand why the Shema came to replace the Decalogue, it is
helpful to explore how Jews and early Christians living during this period related to this text.

In the Second Temple period, the Decalogue had pride of place in Jewish thought and liturgy. Tefillen
discovered at Qumran, the archaeological site adjacent to the caves where the Dead Sea Scrolls were
discovered, contain parchment that records both the Shema and the Decalogue. These tefillen were likely
used in the first century BCE or first century CE, when the Qumran sect flourished. Other Jewish
documents written during these two centuries also mention the Decalogue. The Sentences of
Pseudo-Phocylides, a wisdom text that was written in Greek by a Jew who probably lived in Alexandria,
Egypt, opens with a paraphrasing of the Decalogue: the writer mentions every injunction of the ten
commandments except the proscription to keep the Sabbath (Pseudo-Phocylides, 1—18). A second
document, which is part of a twelve-book collection probably written and assembled by Jews in the late
Second Temple period called The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, also paraphrases the Decalogue
(Testament of Issachar 5:1-5). Even the great first century CE Jewish Philosopher Philo of Alexandria was
fascinated with the Decalogue: he wrote an entire treatise devoted to interpreting it.

Early Christian documents whose authors had not fully severed their ties to Judaism referred to the
Decalogue as an authoritative text that was foundational to their faith. The early Christian text written in
Greek known as the Didache, was written in the late first or second century, cites the twelve apostles of
Jesus as paraphrasing the Decalogue to their students. Likewise, the third century Christian document
called the Didascalia, which also purports to record the teachings of the apostles, does the same (Didache
2:1—3; Didascalia 26:9-10).

But by the early rabbinic period, the Decalogue was falling out of favor in some Jewish circles. Even as
Christians were making reference to the Decalogue, Jews were disputing whether to recite it regularly in
their synagogues.

The decision to stop reciting the Decalogue after the Shema is well documented. The Bavli explains that
the daily liturgy used to comprise the Decalogue, the Shema, and the Amidah, but the recitation of the
Decalogue was abolished because of the heretics (minim) (b. Berakhot 12a). Perhaps the concern was that
the heretics would argue that the recitation of the Decalogue proved that only the portions of the Torah
that the Israelites heard directly from God were true (Rashi on Berakhot 12a). Or perhaps the rabbinic
concern was that reading the Decalogue would affirm sectarian claims that only the Written Law was
authoritative, whereas the Oral Law was not. But these explanations do not explain why the Shema
continued to be recited. After all, the Shema is part of the Written Law as well.

Perhaps the reason why the Decalogue fell out of favor in lieu of the Shema is that for the most part, the
Decalogue comprises ethical instructions that, with the exception of the injunction to keep the Sabbath, all
of humankind are expected to observe, whereas the Shema is a theological statement that affirms the
election of Israel by God. By the early rabbinic period, the seven Noahide laws had taken form which
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included some of the statements of the Decalogue (t.Abodah Zara 9:4; b.Sanhedrin 56a; earlier
articulations of these laws in the second century BCE document Jubilees 7:20—21, as well as Sibylline
Oracle 4:24—39, a document probably composed in the late Second Temple period). This led towards a
sense that the Decalogue had universalist elements in it.

Even the mention of the Sabbath in the Decalogue would not have necessarily been viewed by the rabbis
as particularistic. In the Roman period, many Gentiles observed the Sabbath without converting to
Judaism. These people were called God-fearers (see, for instance, Juvenal, Satires, 14.96—106). The
Decalogue, then, may have been viewed as potentially applicable to all of humankind from start to finish.

A second difference between the Decalogue and the Shema is that the Decalogue is a document that was
spoken by God, whereas the Shema was spoken by Moshe. The Shema, then, represents the affirmation of
all Israelites to commit themselves to a covenantal relationship, whereas the Decalogue represents the
divine injunction to do so.

Given the fact that the Decalogue has been subjugated to the Shema, how might we appreciate its
importance in our tradition today?

I believe that both the Decalogue and the Shema are foundational to Jewish thought. At the moment that
the Israelites were leaving Egypt and making the transition from slavery to freedom, they needed to hear a
universalist message: a message that while they were chosen by the One True God to be His elect people,
this same God that had just chosen them had jurisdiction over the entire world. Indeed, the major trope of
the Exodus story is that God controls the entire earth (see, among others, Exodus 8:6, 8:18, 9:14, 9:29,
10:2, 14:1, 14:18). Forty years later, a new generation of Israelites on the cusp of entering into Israel
needed to hear a different message: As they entered the an unknown land, aware that they were
embarking on inevitable military conflicts and the loss of their main conduit to God, Moshe, the Israelites
needed to hear that God was committed to a relationship with them that, while it could include suffering
as punishment for sins, would endure for perpetuity.

The community of Israelites who entered the land of Israel and their descendants held fast to the idea that
God was committed to an eternal relationship with them. This relationship was reflected in the relational
text of the Shema, in which the Israelites affirmed that God was our God, rather than the Decalogue,
which affirmed that God was the God—the God who had taken the Israelites out of Egypt. Since the
Decalogue was spoken by God and the Shema was spoken by Moshe, the Shema represented the Israelite
side of the covenantal relationship—the side that required the Israelites to continually affirm their
identities in light of their connection to God.

The rabbis understood that the Decalogue and the Shema were given at different turning points in
Israelite history, bore different theological messages, and reflected two different voices. Aware that
non-rabbinic communities were espousing views that they regarded as heretical, and that these same
communities were laying claim to their holy texts, the rabbis turned to the document that they believed
represented their own voice, and their own commitment to serving God, rather than the voice of God that
proscribed them to do so.
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Brit Ha’Aganot: The Story of the Super Bowls
By Ezra Newman (SBM 2013)
February 1, 2019

Parshat Mishpatim ends with a peculiar 11-verse story colloquially referred to as “Brit HaAganot.” In this
story, Moshe is commanded to go up to God, while Aharon, Nadav, Avihu and the Elders bow from a
distance. Moshe ascends, returns, and tells Bnei Yisrael “kol divrei Hashem,” to which they respond
“Naaseh.” Moshe then writes down “kol divrei Hashem.” He makes an altar and 12 “Matzeivot,” one for
each tribe, and has sacrifices brought on the altars. He throws half the blood from these sacrifices on the
altar. He then reads Bnei Yisrael the “Sefer HaBrit,” to which they respond “Naaseh viNishmah.” He takes
the rest of the blood and throws it on Bnei Yisrael, exclaiming that “this is the blood of the covenant
between them and God over these devarim.” Then Moshe, Aharon, Nadan, Avihu and the Elders go up to
God, where they see God, and God does not harm them. They eat and drink.

This is an unusual story, presented without context or explanation. The commentators ask: Did this story
happen before or after Matan Torah? Why can the non-Moshe leaders go up to God at the end but not at
the beginning? Why do Bnei Yisrael respond to being told “kol divrei Hashem” by saying “Nishma,” but to
Moshe reading them the “Sefer HaBrit” by saying “Naaseh viNishmah?”

The best way to answer these specific questions involves focusing on a broader question: what is the
purpose or message of this narrative?

Most commentators explain that this is the narrative of God establishing a covenant between God-self and
Bnei Yisrael. Rabbi Chanoch Waxman of Yeshivat Har Etzion notes that the narrative ends with two
classic tropes of covenant stories, the appearance of God to people and the sharing of a meal. But what is
the content of this covenant? We are not given any details from “kol divrei Hashem!” Abarbanel writes
that this is a covenant built around the Torah, which is established through the dual actions of Moshe
reading the “Sefer HaBrit” for Bnei Yisrael and the throwing of the blood partly on the Mizbeach,
representing God, and partly on the Matzeivot, representing the nation. Chizkuni adds that the splitting of
the blood evokes the Brit Bein-HaBetarim, a covenant between God and Avraham. Rashi explains that this
is a sort of conversion ritual for Bnei Yisrael, as the Talmud derives from here that conversion requires
Hartzaat Damim, a sacrificial blood ritual (when the Temple is standing).

According to Rashi, this narrative actually happened before Matan Torah, and is out of place in the Torah.
The standard covenant answer similarly supposes that this narrative is placed out of order in the Torah, as
it actually describes a part of Matan Torah itself or an event that occurred directly after Matan Torah.

Ramban, however, kidarko bakodesh, explains that this narrative is appropriately chronologically placed
in the Torah, and happened well after Matan Torah. I believe that Ramban’s reading is compelling, and
that this narrative is not about God establishing a covenant with Bnei Yisrael or of them engaging in some
sort of conversion ritual.

The purpose of this narrative is to illustrate the transition and dispersion of power within Bnei Yisrael
after Matan Torah. Before Matan Torah, Moshe was the sole leader, but after this narrative, his leadership
is dispersed among other members of Bnei Yisrael, namely Aharon, Nadav, Avihu and the Elders.

It is clear at first glance that this narrative revolves around the actions of Moshe. The word Moshe is the
milah manchah (leitmotif) of this 11-verse narrative, appearing 7 times. Yet it is not immediately clear why
Moshe is central here.

The message is gleaned through investigating the structure of this narrative. The unit has almost a perfect
chiastic structure, but with each section containing a twist to demonstrate the shifting of power from
Moshe to the other leaders.
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1. At the outset, Moshe is told to go up to God alone, while Aharon, Nadav, Avihu and the Elders bow
from a distance. At the end of, , they all go up to God and see God.

2. Moshe is described by name as teaching the people the law and writing the Sefer HaBrit, but when he
subsequently reads the Sefer HaBrit, his name is conspicuously absent.

3. Moshe is in charge of bringing the sacrifices, but at the end of the narrative, all the leaders eat and
drink together.

4. In the first part of the narrative, Moshe alone throws the blood on the altar, signifying his special
relationship with God, while in the second part of the narrative Moshe throws the blood on the nation,
and in fact not necessarily on all of them; Ibn Ezra writes that Moshe only threw the blood on the
Elders, as they represented the entire nation.
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There is still one unanswered question from among those raised at the beginning of this dvar torah: how
do we explain the change in Bnei Yisrael’s response from “Naaseh” when they were told of “Kol Divrei
Hashem,” to “Naaseh ViNishma” when they are read the “Sefer HaBrit?”

I think that our understanding of the purpose of the narrative can shed new light unto this question.
Traditionally, the word “ViNishma” is interpreted here to refer to the word of God, “we will heed the word
of God.” But I think that it’s more appropriately interpreted to refer here to the other leaders of Bnei
Yisrael. The people have not changed their attitude to the word of God — they said “Naaseh” to that before,
and they say “Naaseh” to that again. But now, they are recognizing that they must also heed not only
Moshe relaying the word of God, but also the teachings and leadership of Aharon, Nadav, Avihu and the
Elders, and to this they are saying “ViNishma.”
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Taking Initiative: Rut’s Place Among the Mothers of Tanach
by Dina Kritz (SBM 2015)
May 26, 2017

Towards the end of Megillat Rut, the people of Bet Lechem bless Boaz that his new wife should be like
some of the women at the beginning of Jewish history.
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All the people at the gate and the elders answered, “We are witnesses. May G-d make the woman who is
coming into your house like Rachel and Leah, both of whom built up the House of Israel..And may your
house be like the house of Perez whom Tamar bore to Judah—through the offspring which G-d will give
you by this young woman.”

What's so special about these three women, Rachel, Leah, and Tamar, that the city hoped Rut would be
like them? Further, is it a blessing to be compared to three women who faced trying times?

Perhaps the people saw something in Rut’s actions and journey which reminded them of their
foremothers. After all, they too left their father’s home in another land. When Yaacov informed them that
he wanted to return to Canaan, both because he felt a growing distance between himself and Lavan and
because he had received a vision from G-d telling him to return, they readily agreed, stating that they too
felt unwanted in Lavan’s home, and ended their response, “Now, do everything that G-d has told you to
do.” They wanted Yaacov to listen his deity and they were simultaneously done with living in a home in
which they barely counted. They packed up and left their father, their people, and their culture (and,
presumably, their religious beliefs) to follow a person they loved to a foreign land, just as Rut would do
hundreds of years later.

The Iggeret Shmuel writes that because the elders recognized a similarity between Rut and the two
mothers, they blessed Boaz that “all that Rachel and Leah had built, Rut should also merit to build,” i.e.,
the Jewish people. They blessed Boaz that Rut’s entire life and legacy should echo Rachel and Leah’s, not
only her entry into the land and nation.

Here is an explanation for the first part of the blessing. Additionally, it’s wonderful to tell a woman who
has just become Jewish that she will hopefully become just like the matriarchs. But why does the Megillah
mention Tamar? There is no reason for the blessing not to read “may your house be like the house of
Peretz the son of Yehuda.” And it seems strange to hope that the birth of Boaz and Rut’s children will be
like the birth of Yehuda and Tamar’s children, who were conceived under very uncomfortable
circumstances.

However, the commentators suggest that Tamar’s actions are the very reason for her appearance here.
The previous night, Rut had come to Boaz’s threshing floor, laid at his feet, and asked him to fulfill his role
as the family redeemer (and give her a child). Several commentators even propose that the elders
mentioned Tamar to a worried Boaz as proof that Rut’s actions were praiseworthy, and not shameful or
improper. As the Gishmei Bracha writes:
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“Whom Tamar bore to Yehuda”:
It’s possible that [the witnesses and the elders] reminded Boaz of Tamar and Yehuda at this moment
to encourage him [literally, to strengthen his spirit],
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because perhaps he was concerned about the manner in which Rut had come to him.
They reminded him of Tamar, who had also come to Yehuda in unusual/irreligious manner,
but because she had had proper intentions, her descendants brought holiness and blessing to Israel,
and so too should Rut’s descendants.

Perhaps, as Ralbag writes, they saw a similarity between Tamar’s and Rut’s lives, just as they had seen a
similarity between Rut’s journey and Rachel and Leah’s journey.
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“May your house be like the house of Peretz”:
They blessed him with the blessing of their father Peretz,
who had been born from Tamar for a similar reason.

I'm not certain whether Ralbag means a similar situation or a similar reason when he uses the word nao. I
would like to interpret his interpretation as a sign that the people of Bet Lechem saw what Tamar and Rut
both believed they had to do. In each case, a woman who was stuck, without a husband or child, took
initiative. Tamar decided to stop waiting for the day Yehuda might marry her to Shelah, and Rut decided
to go to the field to glean, and then carefully chose her words when she followed Naomi’s advice and went
to ask Boaz to marry her.

Rachel and Leah also took initiative; albeit in a less problematic manner. In addition to actively choosing
to follow Yaacov, Rachel tried to become pregnant and Leah strove to build a relationship with her
husband (and her call to Yaacov to come into her tent one night seems to have produced her three
youngest children). Perhaps the people thought it appropriate to compare Rut to Rachel, Leah, and Tamar
because they had created Bnei Yisrael through active decisions: Rachel and Leah left their home to allow
Yaacov and his sons to start off in Canaan, and Tamar acted (and risked her life) to give birth to the
David’s ancestor, and Rut continued Peretz’s line.

I do not believe that the point of Megillat Rut or the point of reading it on Shavuot is to portray active
women in Jewish history, but I do believe that it’s an important point to keep in mind. As we read the
Megillah, and as we accept the Torah once again, we should follow the example of these four women and
choose to take initiative, not only in marriage but in all aspects of life. Judaism is a religion which requires
active participation, and we should be like Rut, who actively brought about her marriage to Boaz but also
actively chose to leave the past behind and become part of our nation.
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