I mentioned to one of my classes yesterday that Tish’a B’av and Yom Kippur were, back in the days
before | found comfortable shoes, my “happy feet days”, when | could wear massage sandals in public. |
still prefer Crocs to shoes in any case. Some of the students were very disturbed by this — doesn’t it
undercut the whole purpose of the leather-shoe prohibition? This question also been asked to and by
prominent rabbis over the years, with varying results. Very likely an authoritative rabbinate would
rewrite the prohibition, but until it does, I’'m okay with it being largely symbolic.

But this begs the underlying question — should one seek to suffer on Yom Kippur? My sense is that this
is not the Rabbinic spirit — we eat well the day before, not just enough to enable agonizing survival/ But
today | want to take a somewhat lengthy excursus examining the origins of a the contrary position,
which sees suffering on Yom Kippur as a crucial good.

'Responsa Siach Yitzchak # 300 records a fascinating Yom Kippur custom:

With regard to the custom of the Sefardim who set a table for Yom Kippur.

Now | have heard from truthtellers whose speech is reliable, that the custom of our Sefardic
Jewish brothers who live in Turkey, that on the sacred day of Yom Kippur they set up before the
eve of that holy day a table full of delicacies and sweets and fine quality fruit and confections,
and on that holy day, | imagine before Mussaf, but | have heard after Mussaf, they go from the
shul to their houses for a few minutes, gaze at the table and stare at it intently, and say

“This is the day on which Hashem has commanded human beings to afflict their nefesh, it is Yom
HaKippurim, and we are restrained from chas vechalilah eating or drinking”,

and then return to the synagogue to pray the liturgy of the day.

Rabbi Weiss’ initial reaction is amazement that this would not be forbidden; are they not tempting
themselves to eat? However, he has great faith that Turkish customs were instituted by competent
rabbis, and in addition has a report of (a presumably Ashkenazi) holy Rabbi Frishelman who had a
similar custom when Yom Kippur fell on Shabbat, although that custom seems to have been intended to
apologize for the absence of a Shabbat meal. As a result, he searches for and finds a variety of
justifications.

The coolest of these is the ruling in Shulkhan Arukh OC 275:16 that one may recite the second chapter of
Masekhet Shabbat, Bameh Madlikin, by candlelight on Friday night, because it mentions the prohibition
of reading by candlelight on Shabbat lest one adjust the flame, and therefore will prevent you from
adjusting the flame; similarly, Rabbi Weiss argues, one may stare at food on Yom Kippur if one
simultaneously recalls the prohibition against eating. This seems questionable to me, as Bameh
Madlikin inevitably and intrinsically mentions the prohibition, whereas one might accidentally see the
table outside the context of this particular custom, and thus come to eat. On the other hand, perhaps
no halakhic justification is needed at all, as there are no technical violations — no work is actually done
on Yom Kippur, and there is no formal prohibition against seeing food on Yom Kippur.

The more interesting questions are psychological and theological — what does this custom seek to
accomplish, and are we in sympathy with its aims? Here Rabbi Weiss comes up with a Talmudic source
that seems directly on point, and the obvious source of this custom: as he presents it, Talmud Shabbat
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115arecords that Rav Yochanan permitted cracking nuts on Yom Kippur afternoon, and engaging in a
parallel and otherwise operation on pomegranates, mipnei agmat nefesh, to heighten the agony of the
day.

Rabbi Weiss does not mention any other interpretation of that text here. However, in responsum # 196,
he refers to the position of Baal Hamaor that these actions are permitted mipnei agmat nefesh, so as to
prevent agmat nefesh following Yom Kippur, when one would be permitted to eat but otherwise still be
delayed by these preparations. This interpretation seems to me clearly superior to the one in
Responsum 300 — indeed, when I first saw R. Weiss’ claim in # 300, | assumed that he created itin a
desperate effort to justify the Turkish practice. Why would the rabbis permit preparing from Yom
Kippur for a weekday, which is generally prohibited, for this purpose? Did they not have available more
effective and less halakhically problematic ways of heightening the pain of fasting, such as this Turkish
minhag? And since when is heightening the pain of fasting a religious desideratum?

A little research showed, however, that Rabbi Weiss had a long tradition behind him. Ramban, Rashba,
Ritva, Meiri, and others record this as Rashi’s position, although each of them promptly and strongly
reject it in favor of the interpretation of Baal HaMaor. And closer to our day, Arukh HaShulchan OC
611:8 adopts this interpretation without comment. But none of these sources make any effort to
address the religious and psychological issues.

They are addressed, however, in the 14™ century work Kaftor VaFerach, in his discussion of the ongoing
religious implications of the destruction of the Temple. Kaftor VaFerach records a widespread custom
for Diasporans to come to Jerusalem on festivals mipnei agmat nefesh, meaning to increase the agony of
the day. This custom, he says, is parallel to the permission of Shabbat 115a of smashing nuts. He then
notes the position of Baal HaMaor and rejects it out of hand: why would the Sages permit preparing on
Yom Kippur for afterward, which is forbidden on every holy day, especially when universal Jewish
custom for ages has been to prepare before Yom Kippur for afterward?! “Rather, as Yom Kippur goes
toward evening, the suffering increases, and thus afternoon is a time when the deed of fasting is
greatest, and lefum tzaara agra, the reward is proportionate to the suffering.” Indeed, he concludes,
the Sages did not merely permit engaging in this food preparation on Yom Kippur afternoon; they
mandated it! Kaftor VaFerach properly cites Eruvin 61a as evidence that the phrase “they permitted”
can mean “they mandated”.

Siach Yitzchak was therefore certainly correct that the Turkish minhag he reports is well grounded in the
masoret. At the same time, | remained unconvinced. The Talmud in the last chapter of Yoma explicitly
rejects the idea of actively causing suffering on Yom Kippur — that is why we don’t wear leather shoes
rather than flogging ourselves, or sitting outside in the cold. Furthermore, the Talmud records various
Sages’ attempts to mitigate the fast by constructing nonleather shoes, or cooling themselves with fruit,
etc., and later minhagim include the use of snuff in place of food. So | hoped I could demonstrate that
“mipnei agmat nefesh” in fact meant “to prevent agmat nefesh”, rather than “to heighten agmat
nefesh”.

Alas, | was sadly disappointed in this hope. The three other uses of the phrase in Chazal - Megillah 28a,
Yerushalmi Megiilah 3:1, and Masekhet Semakhot 8:7 — all plainly mean “to heighten”. | began to
wonder whether Baal HaMaor’s reading was plausible. Happily, | then found a citation of Rashi himself
(Shut Rashi 258) as banning the recitation of tzidduk hadin, the justification of Divine judgment in the
face of a death, on Shabbat or Yom Tov, mipnei agmat nefesh. So ironically, it now seemed that the first



use of it to mean “to diminish agmat nefesh”, is in Rashi, who is the source of the position that it means
“to heighten agmat nefesh” in our context.

And on reflection, and even having read Kaftor VaFerach, | still found the idea that Chazal permitted
food preparation on Yom Kippur so as to increase the pain of fasting both psychologically and
halakhically implausible. So | decided to take a closer look at the Rashi. Here is what | see as the crucial
section, as it is printed in the Vilna Shas Shabbat 114b-115a, with Rashi’s comment inserted.
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Said Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba said Rav Yochanan:
Yom Kippur that falls on Shabbat — one is permitted to be konev vegetables since a shevut is not a Biblical
prohibition, but rather rabbinic, and here, because of agmat nefesh, in that he is preparing but not eating, so it is near
to inui — it is permitted, but only from the minchah and on, when he is yearningly anticipating the time of eating, so
there is more agmat nefesh.

On first reading, this Rashi seems explicitly to say that is cited in his name, that we permit kenivah so as
to heighten agmat nefesh. But a closer look reveals a peculiar use of language. Rashi says that “here,
because of agmat nefesh, in that he is preparing but not eating, so it is near to inui” — what does the
phrase “near to inui” add to “because of agmat nefesh”?
| tentatively suggest the following. Several lines above, Rashi distinguished the obligation generated by
the word “shabbaton” with regard to Yom Kippur from that it generates with regard to Shabbat.
,MNYNA'7N 20YNnn 12T 701 K78 XD DOXR'INN IX7 NIAY 112V ' 2 2ANDTaa 7y auai
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as even though Scripture also writes shabbaton shevot regarding Yom Kippur, that does not refer to resting
from melakhah but rather to resting from anything that interferes with bring afflicted, since it is juxtaposed
with “v’initem”.
With regard to Shabbat, the obligation is to abstain from melakhah-like actions; with regard to Yom
Kippur, the obligation is to abstain from inui-preventing actions.
With that background, we can note that a problem with Baal HaMaor’s reading is that the agmat nefesh
prevented by allowing vegetable preparation occurs after Yom Kippur, not during, which intensifies the
issue of preparing from kodesh to chol. Kaftor VaFerach, however, refers to heightening the suffering on
Yom Kippur.
But maybe Rashi says both. In other words — Rashi says that the motive for allowing this preparation is
to prevent agmat nefesh after Yom Kippur, which has no religious purpose — people should be able to
eatimmediately. At the same time, food preparation is generally prohibited on Yom Kippur because it is
an adjunct of eating, it is an act that contributes to inui-prevention, and so falls under shabbaton. But,
Rashi says, in the afternoon, when hunger hits its peak, food preparation is actually “near to inui”, it
makes the affliction sharper, and therefore it does not technically violate “shabbaton”. So we permit it
technically because it causes immediate agmat nefesh, and is therefore karov leinui, so that we can
prevent eventual agmat nefesh.



Now this still leaves open whether, according to Rashi, one should be able to put on comfortable
nonleather shoes — wouldn’t that violate Shabbaton? But it does not put Rashi on record supporting the
Kaftor VaFerach’s claim that the more suffering the better.

Moreover, we have other religious models in which mitigating Divinely ordained suffering is a good deed
—medicine, for example, and charity. And no contemporary I’'m aware of seriously suggests that women
should forgo epidurals so as to better experience “with travail you will birth children”, or that farmers
should forgo labor-saving equipment to better fulfill “by the sweat of your brow etc.” So perhaps the
development of massage sandals and the like so as to make Yom Kippur easier is part of the work of
Redemption.

In that spirit | wish everyone an easy fast, a meaningful day, and a gemar chatimah tovah. | ask
forgiveness for any wrongs | may have done you.

Bivrakhah,

Aryeh Klapper
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