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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 34 - TORAH & MUSIC

PART 2 - SECULAR MUSIC
OU ISRAEL CENTER - SUMMER 2022

* In this shiur we will look at the at the thorny issue of music written by non-Jews and non-observant Jews!. Is there any halachic or
spiritual reason to avoid that music? In particular, we need to examine the following questions:

(i) What are the halachic issues involved?

(ii) Are there spiritual concerns in listening to music written by people who have a ‘negative spiritual soul/source’?

(iii) Does it matter if they are Jewish or not?

(iv) Can we know the spiritual energy of a song? Does the music alone contain ‘negative spirituality’?

(v) What if it is channeled through positive people?

(vi) Words of songs which are inappropriate are clearly wrong, as we shall see below. What is considered inappropriate??
(vii) What about setting Jewish words to melodies which are secular or created by non-Jews?

A] AVODA ZARA AND RELIGIOUS MUSIC
A1] THE PROHIBITION OF BENEFITING FROM AVODA ZARA
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When defining the Torah prohibition of me’ila (gaining personal benefit from sacred items) Chazal rule that enjoying
‘kol’, “‘mareh’ and ‘re’ach’ (sounds, sights and smells coming from the Mikdash) is not me’ila, but is still prohibited.

* Rabbeinu Yerucham? rules that the same halachic principle should be true for prohibited idolatry - the sounds, sights and smells may
not be considered actual full personal benefit, but they are still prohibited.
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that it is prohibited to listening (for enjoyment) to music used in an idolatrous service .
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The Beit Hillel commentary* rules that, although people who worship idolatry do not themselves becomes prohibited to
benefit from, the voice of a singer involved in idolatry would also be prohibited.

1. Some useful resources on this issue include:
(i) R. Aryeh Lebowitz - Ten Minute Halacha - Listening to Secular Music, available at
https://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/ 792673/ rabbi-aryeh-lebowitz/ten-minute-halacha-listening-to-secular-music/
(ii) R. Daniel Stein - Secular Music and its place in our Avodas Hashem
https://insecure.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/ 1025433/ rabbi-daniel-stein/secular-music-and-its-place-in-our-avodas-hashem/
(iii) R. Leib Keleman - /s Secular Music Kosher? -https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3HyhrzpY091&ab_channel=LawrenceKelemen.com
2. Clearly, some of the words of some contemporary music are highly vulgar and offensive. But many are not. If the topic of the song is love, does that make the words ‘nivul peh’, even
if sensitively dealt with?
3. 14th century Provence, Netiv 17 Chelek 5 159a
4. R.Hillelb. Zvi Hertz, 17th century Poland. He is the author of the Chelkat Mechokek commentary on Even Ha’ezer.
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The Shach rules that this prohibition applies to items actually used in idolatrous practice. However, items created by
idolators for general aesthetic pleasure are not included in this specific prohibition of benefiting from idolatry.

* As such, music played in actual idolatrous worship is halachically prohibited to listen to.

* Concerning Christianity, many poskim rule that it is idolatry in some form®. On that basis, listening to a requiem mass which was
performed as an actual service would be prohibited. Listening to a recording of the requiem which was played at a secular concert
would not be prohibited under this halacha. However, there are other potential issues ....

A2] NOT TO INVESTIGATE OTHER RELIGIONS
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Chazal derive another halachic principle from the verse ‘al tifnu el haelilim’ - not to turn to other gods. They prohibited
staring at Roman statues, even where these were not idols. Chazal understand this to be a prohibition of removing God
from our minds and turning our thoughts instead to other religious systems.
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The Rambam rules that we should not read books relating to other religions since this will draw our minds towards them.

* Nevertheless, this is evidently not clear cut! The Rambam himself writes in the Guide to the Perplexed® that he had studied in detail
many works of idolatry which were translated into Arabic in order to understand those systems properly. He also encourages his
students to read them?! Clearly, the application of these halachot depends significantly on the case, the student involved, the need for
the study and how prepared the student is to deal with these non-Jewish and even idolatrous conceptss.
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Rav Moshe Feinstein delineates various levels of prohibition (relating to idolatry) concerning non-Jewish music: (i)
Listening to the music and words of actual worship is clearly prohibited, potentially on a Torah level. (ii) Listening to
tune alone of idolatrous worship is also prohibited under “al tifnu’. Listening to a tune which is associated with idolatry
but is not played in a non-idolatrous context, but simply for enjoyment, is halachically permitted. However, R. Feinstein
rules that it is distasteful and inappropriate - ‘mechuar’. It seems that other regular music, which is unconnected with
idolatry, would not be prohibited by R. Feinstein on these grounds.

« This latter ruling would apparently apply to religious Christmas carols which are sung for general enjoyment.

* Would it apply to completely secular and commercial Christmas music?

* Note that, as we saw in Part 1, R. Feinstein rules that listening to ALL music is prohibited today zecher lechurban, unless for a mitzva
oratasimcha. As such, the most significant practical applications of his rulings on this would be for simcha music.

For a fuller analysis of this issue see two shiurim on entering Churches and Mosques at https://rabbimanning.com/index.php/audio-shiurim/cji/.
Moreh Nevuchim 3:29.
Ibid 3:37.
See On Freedom of Inquiry in the Rambam—And Today, Lawrence Kaplan and David Berger. The Torah U'Madda Journal. Vol. 2 (1990), pp. 37-50,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40914767. This records a debate with Rabbi Yehuda Parnes in the early editions of the Torah U'Madda Journal.
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B] SENSUAL MUSIC - SHIREI AGAVIM
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God tells Yechezkel that the Jewish people will not take his prophecies seriously, but will listen to them like ‘shirei
agavim’ - songs of the flute.

* The any - ugav - was an ancient wind instrument. However, the root a-3-y (ogev) has another very clear connotation of sensuality and
lust®. As such, the expression ‘shirei agavim’ is sometimes used as a reference to general secular music, but more often implies love
songs and love poetry.
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The Rambam ends Hilchot Isurei Biah™ by encouraging us to stay away from ‘divrei agavim’ - which lead to sexual
impropriety. Rather, focus on Torah and intellectual wisdom should arouse our love and passion. Other things are a
distraction which will lead to dark places!
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The Aruch Hashulchan rules (based on the Sefer Chasidim - below) that a person blessed with a good voice should use
that for mitzvot rather than secular purposes. He differentiates between singing “divrei reshut’ which are permitted but
not the best use of one’s talents, and ‘shirei agavim’ which are a very serious aveira.
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The Sha’ar Hatziyun rules™ that the music of shirei agavim is prohibited just like course and vulgar literature since this
inflames the yetzer hara.

* Included in this would be contemporary music which is sensual or contains vulgar and explicit lyrics.
* It seems logical that a song with a background theme of love!2 or relationships but which is not arousing will not necessarily be
classified as ‘shirei agavim’, depending on the nature of the lyrics and the overall effect of the song.
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The Reishit Chochma® underlines the spiritual dangers of shirei agavim™.
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The Sha’ar Hatziyun rules that one may not even sing shirei agavim to a baby who does not understand them since they
have a negative spiritual impact on the baby’s neshama.

9. See Redak on Yechezkel 33:32. This is especially true in the Yehezkel Chapter 23, where the word appears multiple times in this context. See also Yirmiyahu 4:30. This sexual
connotation is also true in modern Hebrew.

10. This is ruled in Shulchan Aruch EH 25:1.

11. We saw the previous section of this source in Part 1 when we examined music after the Churban.

12. Of course, all music may be the ‘food of love’ (as in the opening words of Twelfth Night) and something about the very nature of music arouses our emotions. However, not all
emotions are considered ‘yetzer hara’. It has been estimated that more than 100 million love songs have been recorded, mostly melancholy! See
https://www.udiscovermusic.com/in-depth-features/deconstructing-the-love-song-how-they-work/#: ~ :text=1t%20has%20been%20estimated %2 0that,and%20the%20variety%
20is%20staggering.

13. R. Eliyahu de Vidas, a kabbalist and contemporary of the Ari in 15th century Eretz Yisrael.

14. We will look below at the kabbalistic perspective of the potential spiritual dangers of any secular music, even songs which are not shirei agavim.

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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» Would this include songs with inappropriate lyrics in a different language that one does not understand?
* Isita concern for all neshamot, or more for that of a young child?
» We will look below at the possible mystical effect of instrumental music (without words) on the neshama.
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Rabbi Akiva rules in the Mishna that someone who reads ‘sefarim chitzonim’ loses their place in the World to Come.
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R. Ovadia MiBartenura understands that ‘sefarim chitzonim” includes not only books of heresy, but also other books and
songs of non-Jews which waste our time! Although he also mentioned ‘shirei agavim’, the focus of his approach seems
to be on regular secular pursuits which are not otherwise prohibited but lead to us wasting our precious time® and
thereby losing the opportunity to gain Olam Habal!

C] COURSE AND VULGAR LYRICS - NIVUL PEH
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As we saw in Part 1, aside from the issue of Churban an mourning for the Beit hamikdash, one the of the consequences of
the loss of an effective Sanhedrin is the lack of supervision over inappropriate music!
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Chazal stress the seriousness of the prohibition of nivul peh - using course and vulgar language.

* Music which contains such language, or cursing and swearing (nivul peh in the colloquial sense) is clearly prohibited.

D] SECULAR MUSIC - HASHKAFIC PERSPECTIVES

» What about purely secular music with no improper lyrics, and perhaps no lyrics at all! What about classical music?
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The Sefer Chasidim rules that anyone with a nice voice must not sing “‘niggunim nochrim’ - presumably tunes written by
non-Jews - and he labels this a ‘aveira’.

* What is the aveira? Is it halachic? Mystical/kabbalistic?

* Is this source Sefer Chassidim referring to the use of idolatrous tunes? Shirei agavim?

* It says ‘nigunei nochrim’, but we will see in Part 3 that this expression is often used for shirei agavim since the assumption is that
non-Jewish music will be of this type.

¢ Is the Sefer Chasidim halachically binding?

15. We will return to this theme when we look at the Rambam’s more philosophical concerns with music - below.
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The Gemara discusses the reasons for Elisha ben Avuya’s heresy. One reason is that Greek song never left his lips!
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Rashi focuses on Acher’s lack of concern for the Churban; he should not have been listening to ANY music after the
Churban! It appears however from Rashi that the issue of listening to secular music per se was not a halachic problem.
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The Maharsha understands that the problem lay in the Greek context of the music, which indicated his pull towards other
Greek heresies™. Again, it seems clear from the Maharsha that the issue was not the secular music per se but the culture
of heresy towards which Acher was drawn through the music.”

* This is an important hashkafic point. Sometimes, music can be part of a cultural movement or world-view and repeated exposure to
the music can draw a person into the culture.

22. Music has the power to connect with and influence people in a way that feels fundamentally different from other forms of communication.
.... Music has the ability to deeply affect our mental states and raise our mood. .... We connect with others via music, especially those who
produce or perform it — we recite their lyrics, dance to their melodies, and form a sense of connection through their self-expression.

Songs and melodies have the power to inspire people, guide their actions, and aid in the formation of identities. Music can unite people -
even if absorbed in solitude, capture your imagination and boost creativity. A person who has been affected by music is not alone. They are
among the masses trying to find their role in society and form connections with others. .... Music’s effect on the self is far-reaching,
tapping into our memories, subconscious thoughts, emotions, and interests. Thanks to the music artists who have put their heart and soul
into creating, we feel connected with other people and their difficulties, challenges, and emotions. So much about our brains is still being
discovered but through neurology, we are learning more and more about how music affects us.

We all know that being exposed to music’s beauty, rhythm, and harmony significantly influences how we feel. We also know that music
emotionally impacts us, reaching into forgotten memories and connecting us to ourselves. ..... It has been shown via brain scans that when
we listen to or perform music, nearly all brain regions are active simultaneously. Listening to and making music may actually changes the
way your brain works.

According to studies, music impacts how we view the world around us. ..... Music triggers physical responses in the brain and puts in
motion a series of chemical reactions. .... The sociological effects of music can include the improvement of people’s well-being due to
chemical reactions in the brain, such as an increase in oxytocin. Oxytocin, or the “love hormone,” makes us more inclined to engage in
social interactions or build trust between individuals. Music also boosts the synthesis of the immunoglobulin A antibody, which is crucial
for human health. Studies have also shown that melatonin, adrenaline, and noradrenaline levels increase after only a few weeks of music
therapy. The hormones noradrenaline and adrenaline cause us to become more alert, experience excitement, and cause the brain’s
“reward” regions to fire.

Today’s popular music reflects the culture of the day. But, how does music affect society over time? How has music changed over the past
century? In the lyrics and sound of each era, we can discern the imprints of a particular generation and see history in the making. And, in
this day and age, culture is changing faster than ever before, mirroring musical forms that are evolving and emerging at the same rate. ....
Music and social movements are intrinsically linked together. Aimost every popular kind of music was considered scandalous back in the
day, and the dancing that accompanied jazz, rock ‘n’ roll, and hip-hop drew protests and boycotts from all around. Just look at The Beatles,
who were considered scandalous by the older generation when they first arrived on the music scene.

Another essential factor to consider is how strongly music influences society and, thus, human behavior..... Because of how strong of an
influence melodies and lyrics have on society, we must be acutely aware of our current culture. Still, more importantly, we must be
conscious of the cultures we wish to build and develop via our music. Songs have the power to change the world in unexpected ways,
challenging preconceived notions and shedding light on issues that have historically been ignored.

How Does Music Affect Society, Lia Peralta
This piece is written by from a secular perspective, stressing the positive benefits of the impact of music on culture.
However, the negative implications also become clear.™®

16. This fits with the context of the Gemara which also states that when Acher would stand up in the Beit Midrash, heretical books would fall from his lap!
17. See below from Shu’t Vayeshev Hayam of R. Ya’akov Hillel who suggests that the heretical thoughts may even be communicated spiritually through the melody alone.
18. There has also been significant research on the effect of music on plants. See https://bloomscape.com/green-living/does-music-affect-plant-growth/
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The Seridei Eish records that many observant people in Germany would attend secular concerts (presumably of classical
music'®). He is critical of this on the basis of the general prohibition of music after the Churban, and suggests that they
must be relying on the position of the Rema that music is only prohibited either where accompanied by alcohol or if
constant (see Part 1). He does not however critique in principle the idea of listening to classical music®.

E] SECULAR MUSIC - PHILOSOPHICAL PERSPECTIVES

* We saw in Part 1 that the Rambam rules stringently on the issue of music after the Churban. In the Mishne Torah, which is ruled by
the Mechaber in Shulchan Aruch, he bans all instrumental music (with or without wine). He permits song without wine, although
accepts that the custom is to have the ‘farbrengen’- songs of praise to God together with alcohol. In his teshuvot, he bans ALL song,
without or without wine, with or without instruments.

* However, in the Shemona Perakim, the Rambam presents us with a philosophical approach to music and speech.
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The Rambam divides all speech and all song into 5 categories:
(i) mitzva - which the Torah requires, such as tefilla and learning Torah.
(i) issur - which the Torah prohibits, such as lashon hara and nivul peh.
(iii) undesirable “sicha beteila’ - which includes meaningless stories and small-talk about politics and people.
(iv) desirable - which includes secular wisdom and learning and praise of good attributes.
(v) neutral - which includes practical conversations in life.
The speech and song of a Torah focused person should be: (i) and (iv) - as much as possible; (ii) - never; (iii) - as little as
possible; (v) - where needed.
Crucially for Maimonides, the CONTENT is key and it does not matter if the origin is Jewish or non-Jewish.

19. We also saw in previous shiurim halachic discussions concerning listening to classical music during the Sefira/3 weeks. Those poskim (such as R. Moshe Feinstein) who permit
classical music in certain situations do not object to the classic music per se on the basis that it is ‘non-Jewish’ music.

20. On the practice of early 20th Century German Jewry see the shiurim of Rabbi Dr. Aaron Rakeffet-Rothkoff
https://www.yutorah.org/sidebar/lecture.cfm/ 719020/ rabbi-dr-aaron-rakeffet-rothkoff/2006-09-03-secular-music/ at minute 69:25. See also Rabbi Rakeffet in
http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/709758/Rabbi_Aaron_Rakeffet-Rothkoff/2002-01-28_R._Emanuel_Rackman___28-Jan-02 / at minute 74:00 where he
discusses Rav Soloveitchik and Rav Hutner attending the opera in Berlin (and that R. Hutner apparently had a subscription!) See also earlier in that shiur at minute 67:50 where R.
Rakeffet discusses the custom of women in Vilna to say kaddish, and at minute 73:25 where he discusses R. Soloveitchik’s position on kol isha.

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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* As such, Rambam will categorize music as follows:

PROHIBITED - songs which as slanderous, sexually vulgar or profane

DESIRABLE - songs praising or teaching good behavior/derech eretz

UNDESIRABLE - songs which are meaningless

* Again, it is clear from this source in the Rambam that the concern is not secular music per se, but the content of that music.
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In a late teshuva, the Rambam stresses that the songs we should sing are those of praise and thanks to God. Singing
about nonsense is itself prohibited, all the more so if other prohibitions, such as kol isha and vulgarity, are involved.”

F] SECULAR MUSIC - SHEM RESHA'IM YIRKAV?

* |s there a halachic issue with listening to music of people composed or played by people who are flawed or even resha’im?
* She’elot were asked to 3 prominent poskim in the late 1950s about the music of a Jewish singer who was a talmid chacham but who
had encouraged mixing of men and women at his concerts. It is generally assumed that this was R. Shlomo Carlebach.
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Mishlei contrasts the memory of a tzadik, which is a beracha, with the name of a rasha that should wither away?®.
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R. Moshe Stern® (the Debrecene Rov) ruled that it was absolutely prohibited to listen to, sell or promote such music since
it strengthened the name of a rasha! He considered this worse than a Sefer Torah written by an apikores, which must be
burned. In the case of the music, even music written while the person was still a tzadik is prohibited, whereas a Sefer
Torah is kosher even if the sofer later became an apikores.

21. Forfurther analysis of the Rambam see https://www.torahmusings.com/2018/01/secular-music-kosher/
22. Forthis reason we do not name children after resha’im.
23. R. Stern (d. 1997) was a posek in the US in the second half of the 20th century.
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R. Menashe Klein* agrees in all respects with R. Stern.
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R. Moshe Feinstein strongly disagrees on a number of grounds: (i) Even if the person were truly an apikores, his music
should not be treated more stringently than a Sefer Torah that he wrote before he became an apikores, which is kosher.
So too, songs he wrote before the criticized behavior would certainly be permitted to all. (ii) Even music written after a
person became an apikores should be fundamentally permitted since a song is ‘chol’ (just like a medical cure or an
invention) and the concern of shem resha’im yirkav applies only to something with kedusha. Nevertheless, R. Feinstein
rules that bnei Torah or a ba’al nefesh should not listen to these. (iii) In the case of this individual, who was criticized
for holding mixed concert events, the halacha is more lenient since the person was not on any level an apikores or a
mumar lekol haTorah. Even if he was an avaryan on this specific halachic issue, it would not affect the kashrut of a sefer

Torah he wrote and certainly not his music.

24. R.Klein (d. 2011) was also a posek in the US and Israel.
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G] SECULAR MUSIC - KABBALISTIC PERSPECTIVES
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Nachman of Breslow writes that a melody composed by a rasha will have a negative spiritual effect on our avodat

Hashem. However, one way to counteract this is to learn Gemara at night times. The spiritual benefits of this learning
will enable a person not to be negatively affected by a melody composed by a rasha.”

* Some sources in Chassidut emphasize the spiritual power of music which could be used for positive or negative expression®,

* Some mekubalim stress the potential negativity even of melodies composed by non-Jews or reshaim since the melody comes from a
negative spiritual source?.

* Is this true of all such melodies, even if the words are wholesome? Could the song have come from a positive spiritual source in their
neshama - are their neshamot totally bad ? Could it be channeled through a positive spiritual ‘filter’ in our own neshamot2?

* Is there a difference between a Jewish rasha and a non-Jew? What if the melody was written anonymously?

* |s non-Jewish classical music problematic for this reason2?

* Are certain beats or genres of modern music more problematic than others? What about rap or heavy metal?3°

31.

DRRYR MNP IR AP AWYR 210 wnRd)

AR 7D 21 .0°HW DWY MIND2 W NN
MoY ppTaY XY pan oo oy uR WY
,TIRD YA Yy oan Sw Yxuann oanhw
.01 92 ¥7 P 27 T p1an oMmIRn 93 R
7T Y; LRTHR PR NanT 0 %y 07K
Y ,ANINN21 AY3R Y2pnn M0 DD Awyn
YT o YW 715 217 wrnd 0N 0BR 9
JIMAaw YR aRwa )Y vax b xemn
b7 Yoo

921 XY KA YRT 12DR Aram oW 17w @
M Nw Y3 ,nrT ’Y 1yT X2 on hR

b w1, AMR YIRY KY 01,97 R )
W S0 MW 115 .HY1a bydi 5T MR
DD W MW MR YRR 1YY apowmna
PRI R TWA anna v anm nyT
P RIpen Y9 on XY man 1Ry
DRI DI WAP IR YR NAW 1030
MW RYY M I I ATy Y3 ohapni

12 0 AN N - DN APy’ 29

25.

26.
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For a detailed analysis of this see The Niggun (1): The Niggun of the Righteous and the Wicked, Rav Iltamar Eldar at
https://etzion.org.il/en/philosophy/ great-thinkers/r-nachman-breslov/niggun-i-niggun-righteous-and-wicked
See Hachsharat Ha’avrechim Chapter 9 by the Piasetzna Rebbe on the immense power of the niggun. | have heard this powerful chapter quoted as a source that a niggun from a
rasha will create negative spiritual energy. That is not actually what the Piasetzna says in this section. He states that the spiritual energy creates by the niggun can also be misused
by people for wicked purposes, not that the niggun of a rasha is spiritually dangerous.
AN, PMVITIN WAIN NI PN P NI NMINY 29N 00NN ¥ 0"OYN P2IDANY D" 20 PRI NNNK PN 70 PIiNT DADYW DDYTH DM DRN DX DN NON O NV’ HN
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Do not let it confuse you if you see that there are great hazzanim and singers whose hearts are far from God and are lacking in faith, God forbid. There are also many great singers
among the other peoples of the world. But bear in mind that niggun is merely one form that the soul takes when it is revealed, but it does not determine what man will do at the time
that he is aroused, and how he will use the portion of his soul that is revealed. Take, for example two men who are filled with joy. One takes his joy and uses it to serve God, and the
other takes his joy and uses it for debauchery. So it is with niggun, one of the keys of the soul which arouses it and its feelings. One man could open his soul, letting part of it outside,
and not only does he do nothing good with it, but he actually takes that portion and damages it, whether in joyous debauchery, or broken hearted depression and despair, to the
point where he looses all trust in God and faith, doing things which are never to be done, God forbid.
(Translation from https://www.sefaria.org.il/Hakhsharat_HaAvrekhim.9.32?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en)
There are kabbalistic sources on this issues. R. Stein quotes from the Sefer Ma’aver Yabok.
R. Lebowitz quotes (from his days in KBY) that R. Mendel Blachman would give a shiur in Reishit each week and darshen a different song from Pink Floyd.
On the issue of listening to Wagner see the perspective of R. Zev Leff, R. Marc Angel, R. Yitzchak Schochet, R. Benzion Shafier and R. Yosef Blau at
https://www.jewishpress.com/judaism/halacha-hashkafa/is-it-proper-is-it-appropriate-to-listen-to-the-music-of-richard-wagner/2019/11/06/
Apart from the issue of the spiritual communications within the music, Wagner clearly has more direct associations with the Nazis y’s. Public performances of Wagner which cause
significant offence to many Jewish listeners will usually be highly inappropriate. Much has been written on this. See for instance the following articles:
https://www.newyorker.com/ culture/ culture-desk/the-case-for-wagner-in-israel
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/ culture/richard-wagners-troublesome-history-in-israel-615645.
Daniel Barenboim, one of the most important Israeli musicians of our times, has strong opinions on the issue which many disagree with.
See https://www.jewishpress.com/judaism/halacha-hashkafa/is-it-proper-is-listening-to-rap-or-heavy-metal-music-appropriate/2021/03/17/ for the views of R. Steven
Prusanky, R. Shmuel Eliyahu, R. Dr. Gidon Rothstein and R. Simon Jacobson. Concerning ‘modern’ music genres played at Jewish weddings R. Emanuel Feldman coined the
expression ‘the words are the words of Ya'akov but the beat is the beat of Esav’!
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R. Hillel rules (in sections 1 and 2) that tunes composed for avoda zara and shirei agavim are absolutely halachically
prohibited. For other melodies composed by non-Jews or resha’im, he rules ‘nachon lo lishmoa ota’ - it is correct not to
listen to or play them. But Rav Hillel does not rule that these are halachically prohibited, unless the tune was composed
for avoda zara or as shirei agavim.

* R. Hershel Schachter also advises against listening to secular music which could channel spiritual negativity.
* However, R. Hillel (and presumably R. Schachter) differentiates between the actual halachic prohibition and other spiritual and more
mystical sensitivities which are recommended for some people.
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Fascinatingly, when a musician was sought to lift the mood of King Shaul, the criteria were far more than musical
ability. They also included character traits of courage, understanding, beauty and connection to God.
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A number of kabbalistic sources discuss the idea that music is so precious to us since we were all accustomed to hear the
music of the melachim in Shamayim

* This idea is quoted by the Manot HaLevi®! in his commentary on Esther who asks why there was no music at the banquet of
Achashverosh. He answers that music would have connected with the souls of the Jewish people since their souls were connected with
the music of Shamayim. The (non-Jewish!) music would have reminded them of the music they had heard in Shamayim and would have
aroused them to teshuva. We will be’H return to this issue in Part 3.

H] SECULAR MUSIC - CONCLUSIONS

* Music (live or recorded) which was played for idolatry (very likely including Church music) together with words relating to that worship
is halachically prohibited as benefiting from avoda zara.

* A melody alone (without words) used for idolatrous worship is also halachically prohibited as ‘lo tifnu’.

* Non-Jewish religious music which was played in a concert and not as a religious service is not halachically prohibited, but some
poskim regard as distasteful and inappropriate.

» Music (Jewish or not) which constitutes ‘shirei agavim’ - sensual or arousing lyrics - is prohibited.

* Music (Jewish or not) which includes words which are course and vulgar - nivul peh - is prohibited.

e Other musical melodies, either without words or with innocuous words, which were written by non-Jews or reshaim are not
halachically prohibited. Some poskim are concerned about the kabbalistic and mystical power of the melody and recommend people
not to listen to such melodies, but they agree that there is no actual halachic issur.

* As with all halachic issues, the question of whether to go beyond the letter of the law and observe a stringency which is rooted in
kabbalistic sources, is highly dependent on context. For some people, such a stringency may be advisable. For others, it is
inappropriate and may be counter-productive.

* In particular, when dealing with people who listen to a lot of non-Jewish music, to declare all such music as halachically prohibited is
both misleading and unhelpful. The priority should be to stop listening to music which is actually halachically prohibited.

I] JEWISH MUSIC - COMING IN PART 3 ......

* What is the positive role of music in Jewish thought?

* Where did this music figure in our service and history?

* How ‘Jewish’ is ‘Jewish music’? Where do the melodies come from? Does that matter?

* Is it permitted to take non-Jewish melodies and use them for prayers in shul, such as kedusha?

* Is it ever permitted to take pesukim or even quotations from the Oral Law and make them into songs? Is our ‘Jewish music’ industry
permitted?

31. The Manot HaLevi also writes that this is why music is so soothing. The neshama connects with it as a reminder of the music it heard in Shamayim whereas the body often falls
asleep to music to since it is not so connected.
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