| have, over the past several weeks, had the pleasant experience of reading several
works which continually made me exclaim 'nunw 12!, or roughly “Blessings to Hashem Who
has enabled me to reach on my own a truth already expressed by others”. Chief among these

was Steven Shapin”s Never Pure: Historical Studies Of Science As If It Was Produced By People

With Bodies, Situated In Time, Space, Culture, And Society, which, while often dense and

perhaps even overgrown, contains many, many wonderful insights, illustrated through detailed
case studies, into the nature of scientific knowledge and knowledge generally. | expect to cite it
regularly in the future, but here is one tangential tidbit: In his chapter on proverbs, Chapin
emphasizes that proverbs are often counterfactual and contradictory, and known to be such.
That is to say, not all birds of a feather flock together — some are loners — and anyway, opposites
attract. However, the authority of a proverb is not affected by the discovery of a case or cases
where it is not true — discussion and interrogation of proverbs serves to discover where they are
true, not whether. This of course reminded me of the Talmudic okimta, which preserves the truth
of a precedent by narrowing its scope of application, and | wonder if oral cultures specifically find
it useful to structure knowledge in that way.

Other books | look forward to discussing are Almost Chimpanzee, by Jon Cohen, which is

useful for discussion of human unigueness, and Rebecca Goldstein’s Thirty Six Arguments

Arguments for the Existence of God: A Work of Fiction, which | originally intended to be the main

interlocutor of this week’s devar Torah. But all those were put aside when | received via emalil
Rav Moshe Lichtenstein’s response to the Israeli Chief Rabbinate’s declaration of a fast for rain
this past week, which | have translated and attached.

This week’s parshah begins with Pharaoh’s dreams, and Yosef’s rise to power is
generated by his interpretation of those dreams. But the dreams do not come true — the famine
lasts two years, not seven, during which Egypt maintains enough grain to export it. Nor does
Rachel (the moon) ever bow to Yosef. See Chizkuni to Bereshit 37:5, who comments “’Joseph
dreamed a dream and told it to his brothers’ - This dream did not come true, and therefore was
not written.”

In other words — Providence is never objectively obvious. Seeing the world as
Providential is a chosen perspective, not a demonstrably true position; the brothers could easily
have taken that one false dream — and who says there was only one? - as proof that Yosef’s
dreams were irrelevant, and perhaps Yosef's stature indeed slips in Egypt when abundance
returns too early.

As with many religious positions, one can affirm belief in Providence verbally without
attributing much specific content to the words. | do not wish to claim this is valueless — for
example, everyone recognizes that affirming the oneness of G-d excludes the Greek pantheon,
although they may not be able to follow Maimonides’ explanation of why it also requires one to

believe in G-d's incorporeality.



| understand Rav Lichtenstein to be asking, however, whether we can ever build on such
foundations, or whether the construction of a religious personality and life is best done by putting
no weight on those points. This, and indeed all his points here, are worth considering even if one
disagrees with them in principle or application, and I'm happy to have his letter serve as the
primary devar Torah for this week.

A previous dvar Torah for Miketz can be found here, and last year’s essay responding to
David Brooks’ NYTimes column about Channukkah can be found here.
Shabbat shalom and Channukkah Sameiach!

Aryeh Klapper
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Letter of Rav Moshe Lichtenstein

My Dear Honored Sir,

| was happy to receive your request for clarification of the position that | expressed this morning
while giving a chug on lyyun Tefilah with regard to the suggestion that a fast for rain be held
tomorrow. Since you were not present at the chug, you asked to hear my position firsthand, and |
will do this willingly, although | will also seize the opportunity to encourage you to join us and
participate every morning in the chug that engages in lyyun Tefillah, a learning in whose praise
and about whose importance Chazal waxed hyperbolic.

I will begin with a disclaimer. Chazal in Mishnah and Gemara Sanhedrin forbid a judge whose
position was not accepted from publicizing that position as a minority opinion. Rather, his
obligation is to be loyal to his partners and to stand behind them, and if he did not act thus, he is
the person whom Scripture describes as “One who talemongers and reveals confidences”. In our
event, | asked permission to publicize my opinion, and the publication was done with the consent
of my colleagues. However, it is not bcause of their forebearance that | regard myself as
permitted to reveal my opinion, but rather for a more fundamental reason, namely that the
Talmudic passage cited above deals with legal decisionmaking in court and not with a question of
education or values. In a legal context, fortifying the authority of the court with regard to those it
judges, and strongly upholding the authority of the institution of beit din that derives from the
principle “after the majority incline”, requires that all the judges stand like a fortified wall behind
the legal judgment. But with regard to educational questions, the situation is different. Yeshivat
Har Etzyon is built on the fundamental assumption that the multiplication of opinions and the
presentation of conflicting positions before its students, in the context of their participation in
spiritual and educational efforts, expands the mind and contributes to service of Hashem, and
that the gain from presenting diverse positions outweighs the damage. Therefore, | wished to
express my opinion before the students, and therefore my colleagues agreed to this. Hereon, the

substance of the matter:

A. Lack of Danger

I will begin with a blunt statement that presents what is to me absurd about fasting for rain in our
day, namely that it is laughable to fast about rain when the sprinklers in yeshiva, in the houses of
the rabbis, the residents and the public parks — in these sacred precincts, and in every place —
work as usual. How is it possible to fast about insufficient rain when we continue to water
decorative gardens, and how is it possible to open the Holy Ark and cry out regarding the lack of
water when we have not made every reasonable effort to minimize the need for water?



In a more intrinsic fashion, the matter is that Tractate Taanit relates to a reality in which
diminished rain causes risk to life, literally, and the fast for rain is a prayer for survival in the
clearest possible way. But in a world without motorized transportation, with no capacity to convey
water and food over distances with refrigeration, the absence of rain means famine, drought, and
death G-d forbid. If human beings and cattle have nothing to drink, and there is no food or
pasture, there is risk to life. However, in the modern reality, in which it is possible to desalinate
water and import food, we are not speaking about continued existence, but rather about cost or
about plenitude. Desalinating water is expensive, but it removes the threat of death.

The truth of the matter is that the ongoing water crisis in the state is not an existential crisis but
rather a crisis of standard of living. If we would dry out the decorative gardens, and give up pools
and sprinklers, we would lose important things that broaden a person’a mind, but we would not
put our continued existence at risk. Therefore, in large measure, we are speaking of a standard
of living, something for the sake of which one may hope for more rain, but it is not correct to
decree a fast because of the absence of sufficient water to maintain the current standard of living.
In simple words, a fast is a response to danger, and in the modern reality, the risk that absence of

rain posed in the time of Chazal does not threaten us.

B. “Rain is the same thing as the capacity to support oneself”
The truth of the matter is that there are two schools of thought as to why Chazal decreed fasts for
rain:

a. Rain is a sign of the Divine Providence over the Jewish People, and in the absence of

rain there is a sign of a decree from Heaven and Divine anger

b. The threat and risk that come in consequence of lack of water
It is very plausible that these two positions find expression at the outset of Masekhet Taanit,
where the Talmud expresses two opinions with regard to the question of whether “Rain is the
same thing as the capacity to support oneself”, or rather that they should be counted as separate
causes.
For me, the central component for us is the risk of destruction and not the symbol of Providence.
Masekhet Taanit includes (absence of rain) in a long list of other troubles that threaten a
community, such as plague, drought, war, and wild animals, which testifies that risk is the focus of
the matter, and with regard to this the Mishnah is doing nothing but following in the footsteps of
the Prayer of Shlomoh that includes all these components. The Rambam too emphasizes “the
trouble that comes upon the community” as the focus of obligation, and does not relate to
Heavenly signs (even though his position is that fasts for rain differ from those for other troubles —
this is not the place for lengthy discussion), and in this he is following in the footsteps of the
“sections of rebuke” in the Torah. Every day, when we recite Shema, we do not suffice with “And

I will give the rain in your land, first and last rains”, rather we emphasize the consequences: “and



you will harvest your grain, your wine and your oil, and | will give grass in your fields for your
cattle, and you will eat and be satiated”.

It follows naturally that we need to evaluate not only the economy of water (and we have said that
the current situation does not generate the equation of war, plague, and disease with the
withholding of rain) but rather the overall economic condition. Indeed, | find compelling the words
of Rav Danny Wolf, who wrote at the relevant time that we must consider a fast when
unemployment is high or when the economy is going through a deep recession, and the like. But
how can we decree a fast now, when the stock market has risen nicely over the past year,
unemployment has declined (although it is still high and very worrisome), the currency maintains
its value, and the Israeli economy functioned better than most of the developed countries over the

past years?

C. Providence and Nature

Furthermore, | find it very hard to justify a fast even for someone who prefers the approach which
sees rain as a Heavenly sign. Do we love at such a high level of Providence in our day, such that
we are able to take natural events and translate them into spiritual guidelines? The
interconnection between nature and Providence is a complex question, and | am neither able nor
desirous to establish fixed points regarding it, but it seems that prevention of rain for spiritual
causes assumes a non-negligible level of Providence, and | am at the very, very least not certain

that our current spiritual condition justifies this.

D. Integrity

Fasting and crying out are commandments of the heart. Just as tearing-of-clothing that is not at a
time of emotional heat is not a real tearing (fulfillment of mourning), and prayer without kavvanh is
not meaningful, so too a fast that has a significant chasm between its external expression and
internal feeling is not appropriate. Let us ask ourselves: How many of us will be able to pray
tomorrow out of a feeling of distress and trouble, and will be able to say with conviction “for we
are in great trouble”? We do not live or experience ourselves thus! Were we to experience
ourselves as being in great trouble, as for example in time of war, then the newspapers would be
dealing with this in their lead headlines, and the communal enterprise would be round the clock in
crisis mode etc. However, despite the importance of rain, it is still found folded on the internal
pafes, far from the headlines, and less prominent than the stock market data and the exchanges.
For comparison’s sake, when a person prays about a sick person in his house, he prays from the
roaring of his heart and experience of distress. If one goes to the waiting room outside the
operating theater, or if you pray minchah/maariv in hospital synagogues, you can experience the
taste of prayer in a time of trouble that emerges from the depths of the heart, but | suspect that

this is not the way things are with regard to rain. Anyone who remembers prayers from wartime



or a difficult security condition, understands that those too are powerful expressions which we do
not reach with regard to rain.

5. Inflation

And if you were to ask me: What harm is there in fasting? Even if it does not have the force of
what we’ve mentioned, then the answer is one word — inflation. Just as inflation is a deadly
poison to the value of currenc, so too with regard to spiritual matters. There is no greater enemy
to successful education and spiritual experience than inflation and the devaluation that
accompanies it, and therefore one should guard against it in all ways. When in doubt — minimize

fasts and prayer gatherings, do not increase them, as the damage outweighs the positive effect.

6. The status of the Chief Rabbinate

I will not be expansive about this, simply suffice by determining that, for many reasons, the status
of the Chief Rabbinate is distant from the reality described by the gemara in Taanit in which the
decree of the Exilarch obligated the whole community, and | do not see the position of the
Rabbinate or of those who stand at its head obligating the community in our day. Would it be that
reality were otherwise, but it is not.

These are some of the thoughts of my heart in the matter, and may they expand your thinking
and deepen your opinions.

May it be His will that The Holy Blessed One will cause us great abundance and pour upon us
wind and rain from Above, and light His face toward us in every time and moment.

With affection and love . . .



