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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

74 - RAINBOWS

OU ISRAEL CENTER - WINTER 2017/2018

The rainbow occupies a special place in the human experience - as a display of great beauty, a fascinating scientific phenomenon and
a potent religous symbol. So too in Jewish thought and practice - hashkafa and halacha - rainbows have a unique position.

A] THE RAINBOW IN TANACH

* The rainbow appears TWICE in Tanach:
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After the flood, the rainbow is identified as the sign of the Brit - mentioned here 7 times - with humanity and with all
creatures on the planet! This covenant obligates Man to behave in a moral and ethical manner - the 7 Noachide Laws.
God in turn commits never again to destroy the world. As such, the appearance of the rainbow has a special and positive
connotation - something that we should want to look at.
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At the end of Yechezkel’s vision of the Chariot - Ma’aseh Merkavah - he sees a halo of light like a rainbow' in the
clouds.” He understands that this is an insight into the glory of God and fall on his face in terror.” Clearly, in this
context, the rainbow is something awesome which we would NOT wish to look at!

B] HALACHIC IMPLICATIONS

B1] THE BERACHA ON A RAINBOW
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Chazal understand the duality of the rainbow. Based on the verse in Yechezkel there is a suggestion that, like Yechezkel,
one should fall to the floor and bow when seeing a rainbow! This is rejected since it could resemble idolatry, but the
Gemara concludes that one should make a beracha of praise because its positive connotations.

1. A22° haloisindeed a circular rainbow around the sun caused by light refraction through ice-crystals - see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/22°_halo
My son, Asher, pointed out that the glory of God always appears obscured within a cloud - on Sinai, in the Mishkan and through the cloud of ketoret in the Kodesh Kedoshim on Yom
Kippur.
3. SeeRedakibid.
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This seems to contradict another Gemara which prohibits looking at a rainbow. This seen as improper behavior when
dealing with God’s honor.
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The compromise position of the Shulchan Aruch is to rule that one may ‘see’ the rainbow and then make the beracha, but
must not ‘stare’ excessively at the rainbow.
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The Rambam and Tur have almost the same nusach for the beracha but say ‘vene’eman’ rather than ‘ne’eman’.
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Tosafot have a slightly different nusach for the beracha.

* We also see this tension between looking and not looking in other areas of hilchot berachot.

NN Y™ GNP YYN 129 NN N ,INPA NN DN D210 DT NN, 12N TN NOYN 1) DY 7PNY )'awa Nwyn 8.
- 192,09 250N XINT NPNYT - PRY ,NNND N9VN NN NIV - PI,ND2) PRY P71 ,Y¥IN DINIDNNV NUN
DIV PIY N HNONDND INDIYA NI NOOYW TN DN, MV NI NN N INT ... INI9Y DI NINW INDT
IR TON JIP .. TIPIIN HDANY LOIN NYNI 7PN 129N NN NUNI DTN 9INDY NIV - Y7 127 53 PYIYd) 09 o)
(12D BSPIE 1700 DH3 PININD IMH DHYY 11HT P 1IP3 D DH D PLNDY NINd N3NN 2% SHNEL I P MBED - Y'EI)

2NN MY

Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel and R’ Akiva praised the beauty of exceptionally beautiful women. The Gemara asks how
they could look at these women, and answers that they came across them unintentionally.
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The Rosh distinguishes, for the rainbow and also the issue of looking at women, between ‘histaklut’ - staring, and ‘reiah’
- looking.”
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So too, one makes a beracha on a non-Jewish king. Would this apply to a queen? If so, how can one stare at the queen?

4. Although Rav Ovadia does raise a question from the Gemara in Avoda Zara which implies that the only acceptable explanation was that they ‘bumped’ into these women. Why not
simply answer that they ‘looked’ but didn’t ‘stare’? He suggests that the context of the story there, where R. Akiva bursts into tears, implies that he had to have looked more intently.
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The Betzel Hachochma® explains that the issue with the queen is even less problematic since one is really looking at her
‘kavod’ and not at her personally. This is clearly unproblematic.
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The Mishna Berura rules that one should quickly look at the rainbow before the beracha and not stare.

B2] TELLING OTHER PEOPLE THAT THERE IS A RAINBOW
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Even though the appearance of the rainbow seems to be a positive sign - God will not destroy the world - the implication
is negative - that the world is worthy of destruction! Based on the chaser writing of the word ‘dorot’ in Bereishit 9:12°,
Chazal understood that there were two generations in which the rainbow did NOT appear - that of Chizkiyahu and that of
the Anshei Kenesset Hagedolah, or alternatively R. Shimon bar Yochai.”
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The non-appearance of the rainbow in a specific generation appears to be a very important hallmark of the existence of a
true tzaddik in that generation.’
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A similar Agadata appears in the Bavli.

R. Betzalel Stern - mid 20C
Also quoted by Rashi on this verse.
See also Yerushalmi Berachot Chap 9.
See a shiur on this by R. Moshe Taragin at
http://www.yutorah.org/sidebar/lecture.cfm/886702/rabbi-moshe-taragin/ 10-minute-rashi-noach-rainbow-less-generations-noach-s-injuries/
Rabbi Taragin suggests that the common denominator of the different generations in which the rainbow did not appear is that they are all generations of rebuilding - Chizkiyahu after
the idolatry of his father and grandfather, the Anshei Kenesset HaGedolah after Galut Bavel, and R’ Shimon bar Yochai after the Hadrianic persecutions. These generations carried
the mark of true merit in that they partnered with God in rebuilding the Jewish world.
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Based on this idea, the Chayei Adam (early 19C Europe) writes that he saw somewhere that one should not inform
another person that there is a rainbow as this is, effectively, spreading bad news about the world!
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One should always avoid giving bad news or try to soften the blow.
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This is brought in Shulchan Aruch who rules that one should not inform a person that their relative has died, unless there
is a mitzvah - eg for the son to say kaddish.’
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The Mishna Berura'’ writes that one should not tell other people about a rainbow (even though the origin of this halacha
is recent and not entirely clear)."
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Yalkut Yosef (Rav Yitzchak Yosef)" rules that one can tell someone else to come and see the rainbow.
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9. R. Yosef Chaim Sonenfeld asks why one cannot then tell someone that there is a rainbow. Is there not a mitzvah to say a beracha? He concludes that, indeed, this is not really a
mitzvah.

10. This is also the position of the Kaf Hachayim.

11. The Chashukei Chemed (R. Yiztchak Zilberstein - contemporary Bnei Brak) rules that one may therefore walk into shul and ask what beracha to make on a rainbow. Such an indirect
approach is acceptable to impart ‘bad’ news.

12. In the sefer Brit Kehunah a minhag is quoted from the community in Jerber, Tunisia that one SHOULD tell others about the rainbow so that they can praise God for his compassion.
He rejects the position of the Kaf Hachayim.
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B3] HOW MUCH OF A RAINBOW?
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The Biur Halacha raises the question of how much of the
rainbow needs to be seen to make the beracha, and leaves the
issue undecided.
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Rav Moshe Sternbuch rules that one should not make a beracha
unless one sees a full arc of the rainbow."

NN NI INY T, DN 99 TINA NWpn NN NN DN 1IN PN KON XY PN DN VPN 9y D30 23.
NN N ON DAN .TI20 N ORI TIT IYPN DX NXIIN 19),NYPN MINXID PNDNN 2T DHN YW OI9N0 NNSYI NYpn
1O POIAN YOV N TI2D,TPNINN N I PON TIT NYPN

HNM NYPH N373 177 - VI PP M) DY NIV GO VP
Yalkut Yosef that one can make the beracha on part of a rainbow and through glass.

B4] HOW OFTEN?
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For many bircot hashevach - eg on the sea - the beracha may only be made once every 30 days. This is not the case for
rainbows. The Mishna Berura rules that a beracha can be made on each new rainbow, in a similar way to thunder.
This would imply that the beracha can only be made once per storm and the clouds would need to clear and re-form in
order to make a second beracha.
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The Ketzot HaShulchan rules that one can make a beracha on multiple rainbows even in the same storm.

B5] MOONBOWS

* There is a rare phenomenon of the moonbow. This can occur on a very dark night where the moon is full and low in the horizon and
there is moisture in the air.
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The Maharsham” rules that one also makes a beracha on a moonbow.

13. Rav Eliashivand R’ Chaim Kanievsky also ruled that way.
14. No beracha is made on a rainbow in a waterfall but only a rainbow in the clouds. This is implied by the wording of the Rambam Hilchot Berachot Ch. 10 - 7721 13¥2 NV MNN
...The Shulchan Aruch leaves out the word ‘anan’ but the poskim agree on this point.
15. I was unable to find the specific source - heard in a shiur from R. Azariah Berzon -
http://www.yutorah.org/sidebar/lecture.cfm/821421/rabbi-azarya-berzon/for-the-rainy-season-a-bracha-on-the-rainbow-when-why-/ at minute 27:25
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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B6] DOUBLE RAINBOWS AND UPSIDE-DOWN RAINBOWS

* Sometimes there is a double-rainbow. This occurs when the light reflects twice off the back of the raindrop. This leads to a
secondary rainbow in which the order of the colors in the bow is reversed.
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The Seforno understands that the actual sign of the Brit is a DOUBLE rainbow. It is that rare phenomenon which
indicates that the generation is not worthy, so that they can do teshuva!

* There is also the phenomenon of the Circumzenithal Arc, which is caused by light refraction through high ice clouds. “.... also known
as ‘a smile in the sky’, its first impression being that of an upside-down rainbow. The CZA is one of the brightest and most colorful
members of the halo family. Its colors, ranging from violet on top to red at the bottom, are purer than those of a rainbow because there
is much less overlap in their formation.”

* Note that R’ Yonatan Eiberschutz!’ learns that the ‘real’ sign of the Brit, which indicates the potential destruction of the world, is a
rainbow of pure blue techelet color.!8 A regular rainbow is not the real sign.*®

C] HASHKAFIC IMPLICATIONS®
C1] NEW OR OLD PHENOMENON - THE MUNDANE OR THE MIRACULOUS?
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The rainbow is part of the created world and is listed as one of those phenomenon which was created at the end of the 6
days of creation. So in what way was it renewed after the flood?
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The Ibn Ezra resolves the difficulty by suggesting that, while the natural phenomenon of the rainbow was created from
the beginning, the sun’s light increased after the flood to make the rainbow a reality.”’
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The Abarbanel understands that the cloud cover before the flood was much denser - creating heavy rain and stopping the
sun from breaking through. After the flood, the cloud cover was thinned down, preventing another flood and enabling the
rainbow to form.

16. Fromhttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Circumzenithal_arc
17. Ya’arot Dvash Drush 12
18. There is such a thing as a monochromatic rainbow, but this is usually pure red towards sunset, or pure white.
19. Which begs the question why we would make a beracha on it.
20. Foran excellent shiur and further mekorot on these issues see - http://www.yutorah.org/sidebar/lecture.cfm/886378/rabbi-ya-akov-trump/reflections-on-refraction/
21. Just as the other phenomena created on Erev Shabbat only appeared at later times.
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com




5778 - )0 ONIAN  rabbi@rabbimanning.com 7 “oa

NYTN 'N XI2 NNYY,TPYNRID DYYNN PYI NYP 7D RXOW N TIND 1D YRWND - 19 IR GUN 719270 DN DNY (2)) 31.
Y .TOMNA NYPN T NDN PMIND WNIYHD DNZNY DIV I2TY PHNI VNI DY NNIN) ... .Y DN DMV NYP MwYD
NDY )Y NN ONYP NIX IIN 1D .30 P NN PYID Ty DOND) TWRIL.NVPN NRIND NN WNYn MNAd DO
Y93 1997 09NN NWPN 12 NIPNY N ONYR NN 1IN IR IWR 1IN MIN DNT PN IUND ,PY "IN N NN
PN MININY PO DIV 05902 712 12 MIND NI NN OV P2 7NN NNIAN DN PY ONN) WX NYPN MO0

097 91 DPYY N M

220 YN )"209

Ramban insists on taking the scientific line - that the rainbow was an existing natural phenomenon than now takes on a
new religious significance™.

32.

Itis not necessary to say that hitherto there had been no rainbows, and to attribute the rainbow to atmospheric changes that
occurred following the flood. Just as God showed Abraham the star-studded sky and said to him - Ty % 71> N2. Just as He
showed Moshe and Aharon the new moon and, with the words D55 My wTNN consecrated an already existing celestial
phenomenon as a symbol of Israel’s spiritual and moral renewal. And just as the seasons of the year were already in
existence when they became for Israel signs of historical remembrance. So too, the rainbow might already have been a known
phenomenon when God appointed it as a sign of His covenant with mankind. Accordingly, >n1) can be taken literally: My bow
I have long ago set in the clouds. From now on it shall serve as a sign of the covenant between ME and ten earth.

Commentary of R. Shimshon R. Hirsch to Bereishit 9:13

C2] WHY NOT STARE AT THE RAINBOW?
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Tosafot Rid explains that, just as one cannot really discern clearly the distinctions between the colors of the rainbow, one
cannot clearly discern the ways of God in the world. Staring too closely indicates a lack of appreciation of this important

reality.
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The Meiri also understands that the prohibition of staring at the rainbow is a metaphor” for the dangers of relying on
empiricism and the scientific method to reach definitive conclusion on matters of faith and belief.

22. Itis well known that the Epic of Gilgamesh, which is dated over 500 years prior to Sinai, closely tracks the Flood Narrative. Most fascinating however are the key moral distinctions
between the two stories, with the Epic of Gilgamesh reflecting the pagan capriciousness of the gods and the Flood Narrative setting out a monotheistic human ethic. Again the
rainbow narrative which had been an ancient pagan tradition, could be re-visited later by the Chumash and given a central moral message which resonates across the generations.
In the words of Rabbi Sacks: ‘Both the Flood and the Tower of Babel are rooted in actual historical events, even if the narrative is not couched in the language of descriptive history.
Mesopotamia had many flood myths, all of which testify to the memory of disastrous inundations, especially on the flat lands of the Tigris-Euphrates valley .... However, the stories
of the Flood and Babel are not merely historical, because the Torah is not history but “teaching, instruction.” They are there because they represent a profound
moral-social-political-spiritual truth about the human situation as the Torah sees it.” See also Divine Literature and Human Language - Reading the Flood Story, R. Joel Wolowelsky -
http://www.zootorah.com/Rationalist/ludaism/Joel%20Wolowelsky%20-%20Divine%20Literature%20and%20Human%20Language%20Reading%20the%20Flood%20Story.pdf

23. Interestingly, the Rambam does not mention the prohibition of staring at the rainbow and he may understand the issue in this way.
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C3] THE RAINBOW - A SYMBOL OF PLURALISM

35.

A rainbow is essentially one unified, complete ray of light in its purest form, broken up into seven colors. These colors range
from the red ray, which is closest to the light, to the violet, which, farthest from the light, merges into darkness. Yet they all are
shades of light, and, together they form one white ray which shines forth in full purity. This signifies that the whole infinite
variety of living things, from Adam the ‘red one’, who is closest to God, to the dullest form of life, the lowly worm - m>n w93 b5
w21 Yo3; and especially the whole spectrum of humanity, from the person of the highest spiritual refinement to the one in
whom there is only a faint, barely discernible glimmer of the Divine - all are united by God in one common bond of peace. In
all of them is found a refracted ray of Gods spirit?%, and even the dullest in spirit, who are distant from the light, are ‘sons of
the light'. Thus our Sages liken the different levels of tzadikim to various shades of light: From the glittering light of the sun to
the glare of the lamps of the Sanctuary - all is light, appearing in different shades.
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Commentary of R. Shimshon R. Hirsch to Bereishit 9:15

36.

Several commentators claim that the Jewish people, upon their redemption from Egypt, did not cross through the Red Seain a
straight line. Instead, they crossed in a semicircular formation, exiting the Sea on the same side they entered (see Rambam,
Avot 5:4 and Tosafot in Erchin 15a, divrei hamatchil k'shem). According to the midrash (Mechilta, Beshalach 1:5), the twelve
Tribes of Israel crossed the Sea in twelve separate tunnels. If we imagine these twelve tunnels curving through the Sea in a
semicircle, it is evident that the Jewish people crossed the Sea in the form of a rainbow! Apparently, this is Hashem's vision
for the Jewish people. He so values the unity among different Torah approaches that He rests His Divine Presence on the
rainbow. We can learn from the rainbow that, when we recognize the need for different approaches and appreciate what each
one has to offer, Hashem will also rest His Presence on us.

R. Aba Wagensberg - http://www.thirdtemple.com/parashas/rainbow-menorah.html

37.

The third lies in the symbol of the covenant, the rainbow, in which the white light of God is refracted into all the colors of the
spectrum. The rainbow symbolizes what | have called the dignity of difference. The miracle at the heart of monotheism is that
unity up there creates diversity down here.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks - Address by the Chief Rabbi to The Lambeth Conference 28 July 2008

C4] THE RAINBOW - GOD’S SYMBOL OF PEACE
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In this case, the imagery is also of an upturned bow - to indicate that God is now at peace with us and no longer 'firing’
down at us.

24. See Rav Hirsch on the colors of the Mishkan - where the shift to red represents the animalistic world and the shift to blue (through Imperial Purple) moves towards the Divine.
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