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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY
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OU ISRAEL CENTER - FALL 2018

A] A TIME OF SEGULOT
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The Shulchan Aruch records a minhag for the night of Rosh Hashana to eat symbolic foods and recite prayers with them
which focus on the symbolism of the food or the double meaning of its name.
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The Mishna Berura explains that this is a good ‘siman’ and recommends adding to the list, based on the local language."
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The Shulchan Aruch records the minhag of Kaparot on Erev Yom Kippur, involving the symbolic shechting of chickens.
Although the Mechaber is unhappy with the minhag and recommends that it be stopped, the Rema upholds it as an
ancient custom.
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For Hoshana Rabba, the Rema records a minhag to examine one’s shadow by the light of the moon to tell what will
happen in the coming year. He is concerned however that the masses will not understand its proper meaning and rules
that it is preferable not to get into such matters and to remains ‘tamim’ when it comes to predicting the future!

1. Hence the minhag of some to eat bananas - from the French bonne année, or lettuce raisins and celery - for ‘ let us have a raise in salary!’
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The mefarshim explain that this custom involved walking outside at night wearing only a sheet and then removing the
sheet to examine the shadow of one’s naked body. If the head was missing, this meant that one would not survive the
year c.v. If limbs were missing, this predicted bad things for relatives!
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The Aruch Hashulchan (19C Lithuania) writes that such a practice is absolutely prohibited!! The way to improve our
future is teshuva and ma’asim tovim!

B] SUPERSTITION - NICHUSH AND ME'ONEN

B1] NICHUSH, ME'ONEN AND TEMIMUT - DEFINITIONS
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The Torah prohibits ‘nichush’ - superstition, and ‘me’onen’ - involvement in astrology and belief in auspicious times.
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Chazal define me’onen as believing in lucky or unlucky times’, and acting on that belief. Nichush is divining meaning
and predicting the future based on unrelated and random occurrences - such as a animals crossing ones path etc.
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The Torah warns people against turning to magic and superstition to understand the future, but rather to turn to a Navi.
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There is a separate positive mitzvah to be ‘tamim’ - straightforwards and simple - with God. Rashi defines this mitzvah
as relying on God to bring whatever He thinks fit and not to try and second-guess the future.

2. The lighter shadow formed when there is a double shadow. The Gemara in Gitin 66a states that demons do not have a double shadow.
3. We know from nevuah that in areas of conflict between Jews and non-Jews Adar bring good fortune and Av brings bad fortune. Since this is substantiated by Tanach it is not
considered me’onen. However, belief in the negativity of Friday 13th (or any ‘13’) would be an issur min haTorah.
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B2] WHY ARE THEY PROHIBITED? THE RAMBAN'S POSITION - DARK FORCES!
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The Ramban understands clearly there there is REAL power to the occult forces ...
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... but that we should not be seeking information from negative sources, rather from kochot hatahara - prophecy and
Urim Vetumim. If we DO hear troubling things from these negative sources however, we should take them seriously and
turn to God in prayer to overturn any decree, since He is omnipotent to do so.
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The Ramban also takes astrology and its powers seriously. Although he rules in practice that a person should not consult
with astrologers but rather have confidence in God, if one does see something negative in an astrological prediction, one
may not ignore it and rely on miracles!

B3] WHY ARE THEY PROHIBITED? THE RAMBAM'S POSITION - TOTAL NONSENSE!
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The Rambam rules in the Mishne Torah that astrology, magic, nichush, me’onen etc are utter nonsense and the
prohibition in the Torah is to stop Jews from involvement in such foolishness! Temimut is ‘temimut hada’at’ - clarity of
thought to reject such nonsense.
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Even if someone does not technically breach the prohibitions of magic and superstition, simply to give any credence to
them - eg by consulting a soothsayer - is ‘megune meod’ - extremely debased.’

4. ltisnot clear if the Rambam would see this as a Torah prohibition, a Rabbinic prohibition, or something highly objectionable, even if not technically prohibited.
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16. Know, my masters, that it is not proper for a man to accept as trustworthy anything other than one of these three things. The first

is a thing

for which there is a clear proof deriving from man's reasoning—such as arithmetic geometry, and astronomy. The second is a thing that a

man perceives through one of the five senses — such as when he knows with certainty that this is red and this is black .... The

third is a

thing that a man receives from the prophets or from the righteous. Every reasonable man ought to distinguish in his mind and thought all
the things that he accepts as trustworthy, and say: "This | accept as trustworthy because of tradition, and this because of

sense-perception, and this on grounds of reason." Anyone who accepts as trustworthy anything that is not of these three species
is said: "The simple believes everything" (Prov. 14:15). Thus you ought to know that fools have composed thousands of

, of him it

books of

nothingness and emptiness. Any number of men, great in years but not in wisdom, wasted all their days in studying these books and

imagined that these follies are science. They came to think of themselves as wise men because they knew that science. .....

I know that you may search and find sayings of some individual Sages in the Talmud and Midrashim whose words appear to maintain that
at the moment of a man's birth, the stars will cause such and such to happen to him. Do not regard this as a difficulty, for it is not fitting for
a man to abandon the prevailing law and raise once again the counterarguments and replies (that preceded its enactment). Similarly it is
not proper to abandon matters of reason that have already been verified by proofs, shake loose of them, and depend on the words of a
single one of the Sages from whom possibly the matter was hidden. Or there may be an allusion in those words; or they may have been

said with a view to the times and the business before him. You surely know how many of the verses of the holy Law are not to

be taken

literally. Since it is known through proofs of reason that it is impossible for the thing to be literally so, the translator [of the Aramaic
Targum] rendered it in a form that reason will abide. A man should never cast his reason behind him, for the eyes are set in front, not in

back ....

Rambam’s Letter to the Chachamim of Marseilles®
In his letter on astrology, the Rambam reiterates that the whole system of astrology is nonsense. He also rejects any
proof from Chazal who appear to take astrology or magic seriously, since (i) that these opinions are minority and
rejected by halacha; or (ii) those individual Sages did not appreciate a crucial point; or (iii) what they said is not to be
taken literally; or (iv) the statement was made in a certain context or for a certain purpose which is irrelevant to us now.
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Even worse is someone who takes a real mitzva - here mezuza - and converts it into a senseless superstition! Not only is

this a prohibition of nichush, but it also undermines the meaning of mitzvot.

C] PSOK PESUKEICHA
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Chazal understood that randomly asking a young child the verse that they are learning could give access to a minor form
of prophecy. In the case of Elisha ben Avuya, he and Rabbi Meir went from child to child, each time receiving the same

message - that Acher was irredeemable.” How would the Rambam understand the legitimacy of psok pesukeicha?
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The Rambam understands that anything done as a ‘siman tov’ is legitimate and permitted ONLY when it is retrospective.

One can ask a child which pasuk they are learning and use that to reinforce how one feels, but may never
decision about future action based on that. The Ravad disagrees and rules that one MAY base a decision on this
has been shown to be a reliable siman.

5. Translation from R’ Isadore Twersky, A Maimonides Reader (New York: Behrman House, Inc., 1972) pp. 463-473
6. Anotherfamous Midrash in Esther Rabba deals with Mordechai asking children which pesukim they were learning.
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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Rambam specifically flags the simanim of Eliezer Eved Avraham as an example of nichush which is prohibited to Jews.
The Ravad immediately rejects this position as a total error!
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The Beit Yosef tries to fit the Rambam’s psak into the general position of Chazal on this, but seems unconvinced. He then
quotes the view of the Smag, who rules that it IS legitimate to rely on psok pesukeicha as a form of ‘mini-nevuah’.

How can the Smag, Ravad and others permitted divination using pesukim? Their response will be that Nevuah is specifically permitted
by the pesukim, and this is an echo of that of prophecy!
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that, whilst goralot are normally prohibited, it is permitted to ask a child which verse he is
learning. On the issue of setting simanim to decide on future action, the Rema brings both the view of the Ravad which
allows this, and the view of the Rambam which prohibits it. He does not rule between them but encourages less focus on
simanim and more on bitachon!
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The Shach however rules that ‘psok pesukeicha’ is a mini form of nevuah.
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The Gemara records different ways that the Amoraim tried to see signs to decide out how to act, including passages in a
8

book.” A contemporary application of this is ‘Goral HaGra"’.

25. Reb Aryeh opened the Bible entirely at random, to whatever page chance would bring him. Then he continued turning batches
of pages this way and that, haphazardly, seven times. Now he turned over exactly seven single leaves, going forward. Next, he
went forward seven single pages; after that, seven columns; then seven verses; then seven words and finally seven single
letters. Thus it was seven times seven: seven batches, leaves, pages, columns, verses, words letters. Whatever seventh letter
was, Reb Aryeh now looked for the the very next verse which began with that letter. By the verses of Scripture found in this way,
he would assign a name to each of the twelve unidentified soldiers who now lay reburied in the military cemetery on Mount
Herzl.

A Tzaddik in Our Time p. 165

7. One of the earliest poskim who discusses performing goralot with sefarim is the R. Yaakov Kastro in 17C Egypt. The Chida also cites the Shevet Mussar, R. Eliyahu HaKohen, who
writes - ‘I have a tradition from my rabbis. When they wanted to know of some matter and were doubtful whether to do it or not, they would take a Chumash or a Tanach, open it, see
what verse they found at the top of the page, and act according to what it indicated. In this way, they took counsel with the Torah concerning how to take action in all their concerns.’

8. Use of lotteries can be seen in Tanach in a number of places, such as with Shaul and Yonatan.

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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One famous application of the Goral HaGra in our times’ is R. Aryeh Levine using this system to identify the remaning

bodies of the Lamed Heh."

Rav Hershel Schechter rules that the Goral HaGra can ONLY be done with Torah Shebichtav and NEVER with Torah Shebe’al Peh - eg

using Mishna, Gemara. This would certainly apply to using the letters of Gedolim to give ‘answers’.11

D] SIMANIM
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The Gemara gives a list of ‘simanim’ to tell whether certain business ventures would be successful. It rejects these as
invalid on the basis that they could cause a person to become disheartened, which could ruin their mazal. But it then

gives an example of simanim which ARE valid - eating certain foods on Rosh Hashana night.
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The Meiri writes that the main focus of the simanim on Rosh Hashana is the recital of the ‘Yehi Ratzon’ and the teshuva.
The symbolic foods are simply a trigger and focus. For those superstitions which are prohibited as nichush, the
auspicious action is random and unrelated to the desired effect.

28.

In order to arouse themselves to focus on God and to place the awe of Him in their consciousness without sinning, they
developed the practice of placing gourd, fenugreek, leek, cabbage, and dates on the table. .... And in order not to mistake
this practice for sorcery, God forbid, they would pronounce upon these things words that highlighted forgiveness and awaken
feelings of repentance. When they said that an omen is significant they meant that it could affect a person just by him being
aware of the omens placed before him, even without explicitly reciting prayers over them. That is why at first they would simply
look at them during the meal. However, because the Sages were concerned that people might become preoccupied with
satisfying their appetites and become distracted from focusing on the spiritual importance of the day and the awe of
judgment, therefore they began to recite special prayers over these foods in order to raise people’s consciousness. They
began to say on the gourd that our merits should be mentioned, on the fenugreek that our merits should increase, on the leek
that our enemies should be cut off ... The intent is, as we explained, that since engaging in eating makes one forget the
meaning of the day, therefore one should see these foods and gain awareness by virtue of them. In that way the omens would
strengthen a person’s consciousness and be inspirational.
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9. See also http://strangeside.com/vilna-gaon-his-lottery/. The Chofetz Chaim is known to have used the Goral HaGra a number of times. On one occasion he was unsure whether to

set out on a fund-raising trip deep into Russia, when he performed the goral and came up with the answer, / will go down with you to Egypt, and | will also surely bring you up again
(Bereishit 46:4). The Chofetz Chaim reportedly received the tradition through Rav Chaim of Volozhin (although there is no clear evidence linking it to the Gra) and he taught it to a
number of people, including Rav Eliyahu Lopian who also reportedly used it when he was considering whether to leave Kelm for London. Reportedly, Rav Aharon Kotler also used it
when Rav Moshe Feinstein arranged an American visa for him and he was unsure whether to go to the US or to Eretz Yisrael. His goral gave the verse, God said to Aharon: Go to meet
Moshe in the desert shemot 4:27). There is a story that the Brisker Rov refused repeatedly to use the Goral HaGra and, when pressed upon to do so, it came upon the pasuk - ©»nn

Pnox N oy mnnwhich he took as a clear message! For other examples of use of the Goral Hagra see https://www.ou.org/torah/halacha/timely-topics-in-halacha/goral-hagra/

Interestingly, this system seems to be used only by the Lithuanian gedolim and not Chassidim.

10. Who were murdered in January 1948 when trying to relieve the siege of Gush Etzion. Their bodies were returned only in 1951 when the corpses of the fallen in Gush Etzion were

finally gathered. 12 of the 35 were unidentifiable.

11. Rav Schachter considers that this could be nichush deoraita. He tells a story of a woman who told him that she wanted to use the Rebbe’s letters but did not have them to hand, so

she used a cook book instead and found a helpful answer!
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com



5779 - 2N ONIAN  rabbi@rabbimanning.com 7 “'oa

DD 536 ... IPIDM DIW LY VN DTN DHDE PSS ... 1D DIWD IR NI D57 /19 NP NOW v nnnd N 29,
£ OIEN MNEH N DT DHND OIE ©I3 Ph

N 7MY 22 97T DYNN NOON MIN SVIPN N'WIIN
The Maharsha explains that the difference between these legitimate simanim and those which the Gemara rejects is that
these are all for the good. However, simanim which predict negative things can affect mazal and are considered nichush.
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The Chayei Adam gives a different, more essential, reason for the simanim which invokes the Ramban on Chumash.
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The Ramban writes that a statement together with an action can create an unchangeable spiritual reality, as with the
Nevi'im who sometimes perform an action with their prophecy. Thus, the siman may actually convey a cosmic reality!

E] DARCHEI EMORI
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In addition to the prohibition of idolatry, the Torah adds a prohibition against acting in the way those nations act.
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Rashi identifies this verse as the source for the issur of ‘darchei ha’emori’.
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The Tosefta (in Chapters 7 & 8 of Shabbat) brings a long list of practices which are prohibited as ‘darchei ha’emori’ -
including various superstitious practices of the non-Jewish nations."”
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The Yereim rules that the list of Darchei Emori in the Tosefta is exhaustive and any other practices which are not listed
there will not be a halachic problem.
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The Gemara rules that any practice which is ‘for healing’ will not be prohibited as Darchei Emori. What are the
parameters of 'healing’ in this regard?

12. Sometimes expressed as the mystical idea that, just as with an embryonic child, tiny changes embedded in the embryonic beginning of the year can have a massive impact as the
year develops.
13. Including wearing a red thread to ward off evil spirits.
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37. In order that we may keep far from all kinds of witchcraft, we are warned not to adopt any of the practices of the idolaters,

even such as are connected with agriculture, the keeping of cattle, and similar work. [The Law prohibits] everything that the
idolaters, according to their doctrine, and contrary to reason, consider as being useful and acting in the manner of certain
mysterious forces. .... Our Sages call such acts ‘the ways of the Amorite’; they are kinds of witchcraft, because they are not
arrived at by reason, but are similar to the performances of witchcraft .... Our Sages say distinctly, ‘whatever is used as
medicine’ does not come under the law of 'the ways of the Amorite' for they hold that only such cures as are recommended by
reason are permitted, and other cures are prohibited. ...
It is not inconsistent that a nail of the gallows and the tooth of a fox have been permitted to be used as cures for these things
have been considered in those days as facts established by experiment. They served as cures, in the same manner as the
hanging of the peony over a person subject to epileptic fits, or the application of a dog's refuse to the swellings of the throat,
and of the vapours of vinegar and marcasite to the swelling of hard tumours. For the Law permits as medicine everything that
has been verified by experiment, although it cannot be explained by analogy. ...

Rambam Moreh Nevuchim 3:37
The Rambam writes 'for healing’ means things which are based on reason or have been shown to work (at least to the
satisfaction of normal people) even if it not entirely rational!
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The Mishna brings a machloket on what remedies are permitted if someone is bitten by a rabid dog (clearly a
life-threatening situation). There was a folk remedy at the time that someone who had been bitten should be fed the liver
of the dog that bit them (which is clearly treif!). The Tana Kama rules that, notwithstanding the life-threatening
condition, the sick person may NOT be fed the liver. However, R. Mattia rules that they may!
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The Rambam rules that the halacha does not follow R. Mattia since a sick person may only eat non-kosher food if the
cure is medically and logically proven. Segulot are, according to the Rambam, illogical, unproven and simply satisfy a
psychological need of the person who believes in them. They do NOT justify eating treif, even to heal the seriously sick!
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The Rashba questions the Rambam exclusivity (elitism?) on the issue of medicine and is not prepared to accept that only
conventional medicine (in that time Gallen) is acceptable in halacha, and that anything else would be prohibited as
Darchei HaEmori! He gives space to non-conventional medicine and urges humility on the part of doctors to accept that
not everything which actually works is fully understood by classical medicine. One of the examples he gives of something
that clearly works, but which no one (in the 13C) understood, is magnetism and the compass!
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However the Rashba himself was one of the fiercest opponents of kaparot on Erev Yom Kippur and was very pleased" to

have been able to eradicate the custom from Barcelona, even though he accepts that it was an accepted custom in
Ashkenazi lands.”
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Rashi brings an account of a custom of ‘vegetarian kaparot’ whereby each person planted a seedling before Rosh
Hashana on behalf of each child in the home. On Erev Rosh Hashana they would wave them around their heads, say the
nusach of kaparot and then throw them into the river (an early version of Tashlich?)

F] SHULCHAN ARUCH AND PSAK
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The Rema rules like Maharik that the prohibition of Darchei Emori applies to any non-Jewish customs or practices
which are either: (i) rooted in idolatry; or (ii) expressions of immodesty, or (iii) entirely irrational (in which case we
assume that they probably had an idolatrous origin)'®. However non-Jewish secular customs or practices which have a
rational basis are permitted.”
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The Shulchan Aruch rules a clear prohibition on seeking astrological advice. The Rema however rules in accordance
with he Ramban that a negative astrological prediction must be taken seriously.
Notwithstanding the concerns for Darchei Emori, the Shulchan Aruch rules that we are allowed to schedule certain
events in the calendar as a siman tov - eg marriages in the first half of the month. He also raises the issue of mazal'.

What happened to the view of the Rambam?

14. Heis particularly grateful that his community actually listened to him. The job of a community of Rabbi was never easy!

15. As we saw above, the Mechaber in Shulchan Aruch follows the psak of the Rashba and tried to prevent kaparot. However, the Rema in Poland upholds the minhag.

16. Inancient world, where so much was mysterious, religious beliefs were not expected to make sense! As such, irrational practices were often rooted in pagan and idolatrous ideas.

17. The Vilna Gaon rejects the psak of the Rema and rules strictly that ALL non-Jewish customs and practices are prohibited unless they have a Jewish origin or we would do them
irrespective of the non-Jews. Many acharonim disagree with the Gr'a on this and R. Yaakov Weinberg in the Seridei Eish shows that the Gr'a argues with the majority of Rishonim
who prohibit Chukat HaGoy only when there is at least some hint of idolatry.

18. There is a complex discussion in the commentators on whether the Jewish people are subject to mazal or not, and if so how the mazal can be changed. See
http://rabbimanning.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Astrology-Superstition-and-the-Occult.pdf
http://rabbimanning.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Astrology-Superstition-and-The-Occult.mp3
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The Vilna Gaon totally rejects the Rambam’s view as having been misled by Greek philosophy and accepts a normative
position based on kabalistic understandings.”

Note that the siman (eg of marrying at the start of the month) is a permission, not a requirement. If a person would have to delay the
marriage (and the mitzva of pru u'rvu) to get a date at the beginning of the month would not be allowed.2° So too, using a siman (eg
marrying on a Tuesday) is not a guarantee of a happy marriage!

G] SEGULOT AT THEIR WORST

* They can be an issur deoraita of nichush or darchei emori.
* Even if they are not clearly assur, minhagim can be abandoned if the reasons no longer apply.2
* Rav Hirsch writes that, like kodshim, minhagim can become ‘notar’ and invalid if they are left too long.
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Tosafot says that ynm spelt backwards is oy - Gehinom! This relates to a minhag shtut which should be dropped!

H] SEGULOT AT THEIR BEST

Rav Shlomo Aviner has written the following on the subject of Segulot.22

Segulah for Shalom Bayit : A husband should help his wife or, more precisely, the two of them should take care of the family's

needs together since theirs is a shared life.2

Segulah for Children’s Education A good education, since for education one has to work and invest.2*

Segulah for Learning Torah Learn consistently and without interruption.
Segulah for Debts Spend less than you earn and do not rely on the miracle of overcoming the rules of mathematics.2s
Segulah for a Long Life “Who is the man that desires life and loves days of seeing good? Let him guard his tongue from

evil and his lips from speaking evil.” Tehillim 34:13-14.

Segulah against Traffic Accidents  Driving carefully and performing kindnesses to those who need a ride.26

19.

20.
21.

22,
23.

24,

25,

26.

Although some commentators doubt that the Gra could possibly have said that! The Kriyah Neemana from the writings of R’ Tzvi Hirsch Kazenellenbogen (p160) writes
IN"N DY IWTR NN ILYN NINN DTN INY ND DIWN
This is ruled by R’ Yissachar Shlomo Teichtel (author of the Eim HaBanim Semeicha) in his teshuvot.
See the last teshuva in Chelek 3 of Shu’t Achiezer of R. Chaim Ozer Grodzinsky. Davar Shebeminyan applies to Rabbinic gezeirot and takkanot, but not to minhagim. For more
details see https://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/852568/rabbi-hershel-schachter/segulot-in-halacha/
For more material on the topic generally see:
https://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/902917/rabbi-josh-flug/snakes,-superstition-&-segulot/
https://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/868563/rabbi-jonathan-ziring/segulot-and-palm-reading/
https://www.yutorah.org/download=528119
https://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/852276/rabbi-yaakov-trump/segulos-and-superstition/
https://www.yutorah.org/download=523574
Seehttp://www.ravaviner.com/2015/07/segulot-that-work.html
Satmar Chasidim end Shabbat very late due to a long Seudat Shelishit and the Rebbe's talk. Once, on a Saturday night, the Satmar Rebbe saw that one of his chasidim was the last
one in the Beit Midrash and was folding his talit with great precision. The Rebbe asked him what he was doing. The chasid said that he saw in various books that care in folding
one'syalitis a segulah for shalom bayit. The Rebbe responded: A better segulah is to go home and help your wife wash dishes (others say this incident in the name of Ha-Rav Chaim
Shmulevitz, Rosh Yeshivat Mir. The book "U-Piryo Matok - Bereshit" of Ha-Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein, p. 140).
R. Chaim Kanievski related that someone once came to the Brisker Rav and asked for a blessing that his son should be a Torah scholar and God-fearing. The Rav said that he will be
a Torah scholar based on how much you learn with him, and he will be God-fearing based on how many tears his mother sheds during davening for him (Minchat Todah p. 89).
The Tur wrote that one should limit his expenses. And the Mishnah Berurah wrote that this is a harsh criticism against those who are enticed to spend money on luxuries without
seeing the consequences, which in the end will lead to theft and disgrace (Biur Halachah chap. 529). One should plan well.
The Belzer Rebbe gave the Segulah that if one follows the traffic laws with the strictures of the 10 Commandments, and also gives rides to those who need them, in the merit of
these kindnesses which he does on the road, he will be saved from any bad occurrence (Shut Shevet Ha-Kehati 5:241).
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