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January 7, 1995
Issue #50


This edition contains:
1. Two Worlds -- Which is Better?
2. Answers to Last Week’s Riddle


Susan from Seattle wrote:


Why is it that we mourn when someone dies, aren’t they going
to a better place?  Shouldn’t we be happy for them?


Dear Susan,


Your question highlights the paradox of how we experience the
death of a loved one:  Should we “be happy for them” as you say, or
should we grieve deeply?


First of all, it is correct to mourn when someone dies.  The Shulchan
Aruch states “It is a great mitzvah to eulogize the dead in the proper
way.  The mitzvah is to raise one’s voice and say those things that
will break people’s hearts to induce crying and to recall the praise of
the one who has passed on.”


The Talmud cautions, however, that this crying should not go on
endlessly:


"There are 3 days for crying, 7 for eulogizing, and 30 days
without laundering and haircuts.  Eventually, though, it must
stop.  ‘Don’t be more merciful than G-d.’”  This implies that
there is a need to mourn, but with limitation -- that there is a
reason to cry, but not forever.


On the other hand, it is also true that the deceased go on to a better
place.  We are taught that “This world is [but] a passageway to the
next world” — the World to Come.


There are many reasons why we grieve when someone has passed
away.  One reason is that we cry for our own loss.  We feel a
genuine pain when losing someone close.  People cry because they
feel lost without the loved one, or out of empathy for the pain that
the orphans and widow(er) suffer.


Another reason for our grief is that the we are sad for the deceased’s
lost opportunities for accomplishment in this world.  There is an
advantage to this world over the next.  In this world we show that
we are worthy of receiving reward in the “next” world.  This is a
reason for us to desire to live in a world of hardship and lies rather
than to rush off to the World–to–Come.  The Vilna Gaon is noted for
saying “Look at what can be accomplished in this world!  For a few
pennies you can buy a pair of tzitzit and fulfill a mitzvah.  In the
World–to–Come, no amount of money can buy you a mitzvah.”
For this reason people tuck in their tzitzit when entering a cemetery
in order not to be inconsiderate of the feelings of the deceased (lo’eg
l’rash).


Rabbi Yehuda Halevi points out that the Torah does not encourage
us to belittle this life, and long for life after death.  Quite the


opposite!  The Torah makes it clear that we can enjoy the splendor
of a deep and mystical connection with G–d while here on earth.
Through prophecy and the like we enter the spiritual realm while
still part of this world.  While we are in this world, we are this-world
centered, and are finally taken to the next world against our will.


Several years ago I asked Rabbi Michel Twerski of Milwaukee why
we allow the Yamim Tovim (Festivals) to bring an early end to the
shiva mourning period.  The law is that if a major Festival occurs
during the shiva, that ends the shiva.  He answered that there are
three advantages to the mourner from the shiva:  He relieves his
anger at Hashem for causing this loss, he deals with denial of the
event of his loved one’s death, and he relieves the guilt he feels at
being alive while the other is not.  The Yamim Tovim directly deal
with the anger and the guilt.  When you properly celebrate the Yom
Tov you see the “big picture” and the Divine providence in
everything that happens.  After that, how can you be angry or feel
guilt?  “Denial” is important, but without the other two factors of
“anger” and “guilt” it is not enough of a reason to allow us to
continue the shiva and once again withdraw from the dynamics of
everyday life.  Our lives were given to us to be lived to the fullest.


Sources:
• Shulchan Aruch –Yoreh Deah 344:1.
• Pirkei Avos – 4:21.
• Talmud – Moed Katan, 27b.
• Rabbi Yehuda Halevi – The Kuzari, 1:109.


Last Week we posed the following riddle
(submitted by one of our readers):


“There are four names listed consecutively in the morning Shmoneh Esrei with only
one vav (instead of 3) separating them.  What are they?”


The answer we expected was [in Sim Shalom]:  “Sim Shalom Tova u’Vracha [Bracha]
-- I know someone named Sim (and it’s not Sy Syms).


However, the person who sent us the riddle actually meant that “all of the names are
separated with a vav,” and intended an answer that is also in Sim Shalom but further
on:  Bracha v’Rachamim v’Chaim v’Shalom.”


Haim Roman of Jerusalem College of Technology E-mailed us an unexpected and
brilliant answer:  “In the Bircat Avot  [first bracha of the Shmoneh Esrei] -- HaE-l
HaGadol HaGibor v’HaNora” which are four of the [descriptive] Names of Hashem.


Look for a new riddle next week!
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December 31, 1994
Issue #49


This issue is dedicated in honor of
Judy & Peter Sheldon of Chalkwell, England and Sandra & Stephen Seltzer of Roslyn Heights, New York


on the engagement of their children Ella Sheldon and Lev Seltzer


This edition contains:


1. Do-It-Yourself Shabbat Services ( sans Torah)
2.  Answer to Last Week’s Riddle


A reader at Tennessee State asked:


I belong to a local Orthodox shul which I drive to on Shabbat.  However, about once a month, a group of us get together at a friend’s house in our
neighborhood for Shabbat davening.  We do this in order to have a more complete Shabbat that does not involve driving to shul.  At the friend’s house,
we set up a mechitza and we usually have a minyan.


However, we do not have a Sefer Torah, and we have no prospects of acquiring one.  My question involves the Torah service .  Some of the people feel
that we should say or sing the prayers that do not directly refer to a Sefer Torah, but skip the ones that do.  In other words, say prayers like Ein Kamocha,
Av Harachamim, B’rich Sh’mei;  but not prayers like Vay’hi Binso’ah, Gadlu La’Shem, etc.


Also we all believe that it should be O.K. to chant the Haftorah.  Is our view on this point O.K.?


Dear Tennessee,


First, let me commend you for taking difficult steps forward, and I wish you and your community
much success.


I notice that you don’t mention anything about reading the Parshat HaShavua (Portion of the Week)
from a book.  The Chafetz Chaim states that in a community that doesn’t have a Sefer Torah the
Shaliach Tzibbur (one who leads the prayer service) should read the Torah portion aloud before the
congregation from a Chumash so that the law of Kriat Hatorah will “not be forgotten.” The blessing
over the Torah-reading cannot be said, however, without a Torah scroll.


Now, onto the prayer issue.  Even if the prayers said during the Torah service don’t actually mention
the Torah the point of those prayers is lost without a Torah.  The reason for saying the prayers chosen
at the taking out and replacing of the Torah is that the taking out of the Torah awakens Divine love
and makes that moment an auspicious one to plea for mercy.


You’re right about the Haftorah, even without a Torah you can chant it, but without the blessings
before and afterward.  Haftorah-readings were originally instituted as a substitute for Kriat Hatorah
during an era in which reading and learning of Torah was banned by a foreign power.  Later, the
Haftorah was incorporated into the Shabbat morning service as an addition to the reading from a
Torah scroll.  Therefore, if there is no Sefer Torah, the blessings for the Haftorah are not said.


It’s no accident that the prayer services seem incomplete without a Torah.  The Talmud emphasizes
the great sanctity of a Torah Scroll, and the integral role it plays in the life of a community.  This
incomplete feeling reminds your community of the road ahead.  You are right to start with what is
available and do the best you can, but the purchase of a Torah should be one of your important
goals.


PS: If any of our readers know of a Sefer Torah that could be lent or sold at a reasonable price to this
community, please contact us via e-mail.


Sources:
• Chafetz Chaim - Mishna Berura, 143:9.
• Rama, Orach Chaim, 284:1.
• Talmud - Megillah 26a-27b.


Answer to Last Week’s Riddle:
The names of the two sets of Grandfathers/Grandsons
mentioned in the weekday Shmoneh Esrei are:
1. Avraham and Yaakov—in the 1st bracha, and
2. Adam and Enosh—in the 4th bracha


(“Ata Chonen”).
While one can easily see the names in the 1st bracha,
it is more difficult in the 4th.  This is because the
prayer does not actually refer to the people Adam
and Enosh – rather these are two synonyms for
“human beings.” The Malbim explains that Enosh
refers to Man in his basic state and Adam is Man at a
higher spitual level.


We received two interesting responses to this riddle.
The first was submitted by our former talmid, R.
Yaakov Menken, who now heads the Project Genesis
On-Line Jewish Learning Network
(genesis@israel.nysernet.org).  He answered this
riddle and posed another:  “There are four names
listed consecutively in the morning Shmoneh Esrei
with only one vav (instead of 3) separating them.
What are they?” (Answer next week)


Mike Marmor of Thornhill, Canada also answered the
riddle, and then threw in a third pair:  Oved and
David Hamelech.  “David is mentioned in several
places.  Oved is mentioned in velamalshinim
phonetically only: ‘v’chol harish’a k’rega t’oved.’
This concealment is characteristic of the lineage of
the Moshiach.”


Source:
• Malbim – Iyov, ch. 25.
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December 24, 1994
Issue #48


This issue is dedicated in the memory of Rebitzin Esther Golda Nusbaum O.B.M. on the Shloshim
 .v.c.m.b.T HTRYUPL OY$WLak ILPQ  TYBM  L’’Z IHKH QYZYYA  LAR$Y ’R  TB OutBSWN  ADLAG RTSA  Thbcrv  N’’EL


This edition contains:
1.  Naming the Kids
2.  Readers Write:  Follow-up on the Lottery...


Jeremy Ottenstein <Jeremy@rndjer.rndmail.rad.co.il> asked:


I have noticed that while Ashkenazim name their children after
animals, Sephardim do not.  Is this just a coincidence or is there some
kind of Halachic disagreement between the two groups?


UTILAUDIT@aol.com, wrote:


Why is it that Sephardim will name their children after living people
but Ashkenazim do not?


Dear Jeremy & UTILAUDIT,


First, some background about names.  Names are labels we use to
convey the essence of something.  The first place we find the
procedure of giving a name is when Adam names the animals, and
then names Chava.  The difference between this naming of animals
and the naming of people is that animal names describe the species
but not the individual, whereas people names describe only the
individual.  The Talmud tells us that the name given to a person can
affect his character, and we are therefore careful to give our children
names that will affect them positively.  The Talmud also explains the
verse in Proverbs “The remembrance of a tzaddik is a blessing, and
the name of the wicked should rot” to mean that one should not
name a child after a wicked person.  Another aspect of the
significance of names was told to me by Rabbi Moshe Shapiro, shlita,
that when a child is named after someone, the child “continues in the
footsteps” of the first person, in order to complete their original task.


Now, on to your questions.  After investigating this subject, I agree
with your distinction about animal names.  Ashkenazim do, in fact,
often name their children after animals, while Sephardim do not.  One
phenomenon that I encountered in my research is that when Rabbi
Yosef Karo (a noted Sephardic Posek) lists the spelling of names for
the purpose of writing a Get, none of the names are “animal names;”
yet when the Rama (a noted Ashkenazic Posek) lists names for the
same purpose he includes many names of animals.  I asked Rabbi
Chaim Pinchas Scheinberg, shlita, “Why would one group choose
names of animals and another would not?”  He told me that really
neither group is naming their offspring for animals. since we are
careful about “contaminating” our children with the tumah (impure
spiritual effect) of non-Kosher animals.  So why do Ashkenazim
seemingly name children after animals?  The answer is that when they
name the children they are not naming them after the animals per se,
but are recalling the qualities of the great people of early generations
who are exemplified by those positive animal traits.  When someone
is named “Aryeh” (Leo, or Leonard) the trait of Yehudah is being
evoked, a “lion-like” – “royal” “king of the beasts.”  With the name of
“Zev“ (Wolf) we are recalling Binyamin, whose character was “wolf-
like – “a mighty and fearless warrior”.  The animals are mere symbols
of very human qualities.  “Yehuda ben Teima said:  Be as fearless as a
leopard,  as light as an Eagle, as fast as a deer and as powerful as a
lion; to do the will of  your Father in Heaven.”


The reason that Sephardic Jews name children after a living relative is
in order to honor the one after whom the baby is named.
Ashkenazim do not name their children after living relatives, because
although it would be a bestowal of great honor, it would be
considered an ayin hara (“evil–eye”) for the living relative – i.e.,
naming the child after someone, might bring on that person’s early
demise.  I asked Rav Scheinberg shlita if it would make a difference if
the relative said that they are not concerned about the ayin hara.  He
said that even if they said that they are not concerned, we wouldn’t
do it because our assumption is that  deep down they probably do
really care.


Since we are on the topic of names I have a riddle for you:
“The names of TWO sets of Grandfather - Grandson are mentioned in
the weekday Shemoneh Esrei.  Who are they?


(Answer next week)


Sources
• Bereishit 2:20, 3:20.
• Tractate Berachot 7b.
• Tractate Yoma 38b.
• Pirkei Avot 5:23.
• Shulchan Aruch, Even Haezer 229.


Will Shulman had the following comments regarding last week’s issue on The
Lottery:


My Rav in Maryland told a story about the Chafetz Chaim zt’’l.  “A
man once asked the Chafetz Chaim for a bracha on a lottery ticket;
the Chafetz Chaim refused.  ‘But you give brachot when people
gamble on stocks, why not when they gamble on lotteries?’ the man
asked.  The Chafetz Chaim answered that he gave brachot on stock
certificates because if the stock went up, no one would lose money.
But if he were to give a bracha for a lottery ticket, he would also be
giving a klala (curse) to everyone else!”


My Rav ended by saying that while the lottery is not against
Halacha, the Gedolim of Israel do not play it.
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December 17, 1994
Issue #47


This edition contains:


1.  Scrabble™, Monopoly™ and Chess on Shabbat


Bradley from Milton,
Massachusetts wrote:


Can you play a
game like
Scrabble™,
Chess or
Monopoly™ on
Shabbat?


Steven Edell from Jerusalem
wrote:


My two girls, both under
the age of 11, recently
got a Monopoly™ game
as a pre-Channukah gift.
They are interested in
knowing if it’s allowed
to play it on Shabbat?


Balint Nogradi from Iowa wrote:


Last Shabbat I was reading a book by
Michael Jay Katz:  Night Tales of the
Shammas.  In the book the Shammas
says:  “...[he] followed Maimonides’
stipulations:  he never played chess
for money and he did not play on the
Sabbath.”  Is it correct that one
cannot play Chess on Shabbat?


Moti Karta from
cyberspace.org wrote:


Can one use a
wind-up chess
clock on
Shabbat?


Dear Bradley, Steven and Balint and Moti,


Let’s start with Scrabble™.  Does the forming of a word by placing
letters next to each other on a Scrabble-board transgress the
prohibition against “writing” on Shabbat?  Also, since people keep
score when playing Scrabble, would that make it prohibited to play
because one might come to write down the score by accident? I
showed Rabbi Chaim Pinchus Scheinberg, shlita, an edition of
Scrabble which had a flat board, without grooves for the tiles, and
asked him if it is permitted to play this game on Shabbat.  He
acknowledged that some Poskim forbid it, and others permit it.  He
ruled that it is permitted, but that great care must be taken to ensure
that the players do not forget that it’s Shabbat and write down their
scores.


Now for Monopoly™.  Monopoly is a game that mimics business
transactions.  Rabbi Scheinberg, shlita, says that technically it is
permitted, but playing a business-oriented game on Shabbat is not
conducive to a proper attitude about Shabbat.


Chess is discussed in the Shulchan Aruch.  The Rama mentions it as
a pastime that is permitted on Shabbat.  Some of the Poskim note,
though, that in order to differentiate between Shabbat and weekday,
some people had special Chess sets made of Silver just for Shabbat
play.


Chess clocks are another matter.  Chess clocks are two spring-wound
clocks attached such that when one player finishes his move he
pushes a button, stopping his clock and activating the clock of his
opponent.  Rabbi Scheinberg, shlita, rules that they cannot be used
on Shabbat.


When playing these games a Halachic consideration that should not
be overlooked is the prohibition of Borer.  Borer is prohibited when
you separate something that you don’t plan to use immediately, from
a pile of other objects.  With games that have many different pieces,
this is something that can occur when cleaning up.  Don’t separate
the pieces when putting them away.


Up until now we have been talking about the “technical Halacha.”
But is this the way to spend the precious moments of Shabbat?
Shabbat can be a beautiful time -- to sing zemirot, take a walk, get
closer to family and friends and -- yes -- even to study Torah.  You’re
the final arbiter – could you be spending your time more wisely?


I once heard Rabbi Dr. Abraham Twerski, shlita, tell a beautiful story
about a rebuke that he once received from his saintly father, the
Hornesteipel Rebbe, zt”l.  He told this story at the 10th anniversary
of the passing.  He told it as an example of rebuke that makes its
point and expresses love at the same time.  The story took place on
Rosh Hashanah when Rabbi Twerski was a young boy.  Staying at
their house was a man who should have known better, but asked the
young Abraham Twerski if he would play Chess with him.  The boy
felt that there must be something wrong with playing Chess on Rosh
Hashanah, but the man assured him that there wasn’t – “What could
be wrong with a game of Chess?”  So, they played and the young boy
Checkmated the older guest.  Later that night after Rosh Hashanah
ended, young Abraham Twerski was told that his father wanted a
word with him in the study.  Nervously, he entered.  His father,
never taking his eyes from the book that he was studying, chided the
boy “You played chess on Rosh Hashanah?”  The tone said that he
knew him to be above this kind of behavior, and that he was
disappointed with him.  The rebuke struck deep in the little boy, who
felt very ashamed.  When the father was certain that he had made his
point, he lifted his head from the book he was studying, picked up
his glasses and with a twinkle in his eyes he said to his son, “Did you
win?”


Sources:
• Shulchan Aruch - Orach Chaim, 338.
• Chayei Adam - 38:11.
• The Halachos of Muktza - chapter 1 note 24.
• Shmirat Shabbat Kehilchata - 16:32
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December 10, 1994 Issue #46


This edition contains:
1. It only takes a buck...and a little bit of luck:  Playing the lottery.


Yitzchak Freeman wrote:


Two weeks ago, Britain started a government- sponsored national lottery, much like those common in other countries.  My first
question is whether or not it is permissible to play a lottery in general?  And if so would the following effect the Halacha?  On
buying a ticket, the purchaser has to select any six numbers between 0 and 49 (an allusion to the 49 levels of tum’a?).  These
numbers are recorded on a central computer, and the ticket number with its six registered selections is then printed out
electronically for the purchaser to retain.  Since the purchaser determines the ticket number, he thereby feels an element of
personal skill in winning as opposed to buying a ticket with pre-printed random numbers which can then be drawn ‘out of a hat’.
Would this kind of lottery be forbidden?


Dear Yitzchak,


As you suggest, there are several types of lotteries and the Halacha
differs regarding them.  There are several sources that indicate that a
lottery is an acceptable means for making a decision:


• Biblically, there is the lottery performed on Yom Kippur to
determine the goat that is L’Hashem and the goat that is
L’Azazel.  There is also the lottery to divide the Land of Israel
among the 12 Tribes.


• Mishnaicly, there is the lottery that was performed each day to
determine who would have the honor of performing the
Temple service.


• The Shulchan Aruch mentions the custom of some synagogues
to determine by lottery the person who would receive a
particular Aliyah, or recite a particular Kaddish.


The Halachic problem arises, though, when a person agrees to give
up something of his own if he loses the lottery.


Let’s say that several people pitch in and buy a cake, and when they
cut the cake, one of the pieces is significantly larger than the others.
They decide to “lottery off” the large piece. The Shulchan Aruch
rules that this type of lottery is forbidden and constitutes a Rabbinic
violation of theft.  This prohibition is based on the assumption that a
person never fully gives up his rights to his portion, because he
doesn’t really believe he will lose.  Therefore, the winner is taking
something that the others never fully gave over; hence he is stealing.


National lotteries, however, are free of this problem.  This is because
when buying a ticket, the person hands over his money before the
draw.  He already departed with that which he may lose, so that, if
he loses, then the winner is not taking something that the loser has
not “relinquished”.


Now to your question about skill factor.  If the gambler thinks that
he has a system that will increase the likelihood of his winning, does
that affect the Halacha?  The Rama writes that as long as the
outcome is not entirely under his control and he doesn’t know that
he will win, we assume that he has given over his money without
reservation.  Even if this person has a system that will increase his
chances, he is still playing a game of chance, and realizes that there


is a real possibility that he will lose -- so he would still be permitted
to play the lottery.


It would be irresponsible of me to talk about the Halacha of
participating in a lottery without warning that this is something which
is subject to addiction and must be handled with extreme care.  The
great Ba’alei Mussar (ethicists) have pointed out that while buying a
lottery ticket may be a form of Hishtadlut (effort to make a living), you
only need one ticket to win, and if Hashem wants you to receive
money that way, then He will do it via the one ticket.  The Talmud
also teaches that people who spend their day earning a living by
gambling are not contributing to society, and they are not to be
trusted as witnesses in court.


Rabbi Nota Schiller, shlita, tells of a man who bought a lottery ticket
weekly, and each week he promised Hashem that if he would win,
he would give a large sum to Tzedaka.  And every week he would
lose.  Then, one week, a rumor spread that the man had gone to a
house of idol worship -- and, that week he won the lottery!  That
Shabbat, he came back to shul, and asked to speak before the
congregation recited the prayer of Ein Kelokeinu (there is none like
our G-d).  He “clopped” on the Bima and said “There is none like
‘our’ G-d.  For years I’ve been promising Hashem that if I win the
lottery I will give a large sum to Tzedaka, and He was never fooled.
But that ‘Getchke’ (idol), the first week I make my promise he goes
for it!”


Sources:
• Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 322:6; see Mishnah Berurah.
• Choshen Mishpat 207:13, Rama.
• Vayikra ch 16.
• Bamidbar 34:13.
• Tractate Yoma, Mishnayot in ch. 2.
• Tractate Sanhedrin 24b.
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  Ask The Rabbi...
December 3, 1994 Issue #45


This issue is dedicated Z’’N Golde B’’R Mordechai - Gertrude Feinberg Guy
A mother and grandmother who inspired her son and her grandchildren to lives of Torah and Mitzvot


This edition contains:
1. Miracles: “In those days” yes, but what about “these days”
2. Polystyrene Chanukia — “Now that’s a fire!”


Michael @McGill wrote:


Shalom Rabbi,


Why doesn’t G-d speak to us today, the way He did in the days of Moses?  I know that
He indirectly performs miracles (saving us from the destruction of our nation in the
Spanish inquisition and the Holocaust, the establishment of the State of Israel...) but if He
really wanted us to follow His commandments, why doesn’t He simply come in a show
of fire, and tell us that He’s still around?


Dear Michael,


Your question is timeless, and timely – while we are currently celebrating Chanukah 5755 —
“...Who performed miracles for our forefathers in those days in this time.”
I’d like to offer two possible answers:


According to the Ramban, miracles such as the “splitting of the sea” were performed in the past to
teach that G-d is Omnipotent and is always ruling over all of Creation.  But, G-d doesn’t perform
miracles in every generation just to impress non-believers.  Rather, He performed the miracle(s)
then, and afterwards He commanded us to remember them via numerous mitzvot, such as
mezuza , kriat shema and Pesach.  By recalling these “open” miracles a person can also become
aware of the “hidden” miracles.  A basic tenet of the Torah is the belief that all occurrences are
miraculous and are not merely “nature”.


So, in answer to your question, Michael, G-d is in fact “speaking” to us all the time, and it’s our job
to be attentive!


Another possible answer is the following:
When the Biblical generations experienced miracles, they were impressed and showed their
recognition of G-d’s hand by living according to G-d’s word.  The miracles taught a lesson to a
People prepared to learn.  They possessed a pure and wholesome faith.


Today, however, if miracles were to occur, we would explain them away scientifically.  We would
lose sight of the miracle and be satisfied with some natural explanation.  So, what effect would
miracles have today?  Miracles are a means of communication, and communication requires two
sides.  When we are ready for miracles, when we can recognize one when it hits us, we will have
them.


Our Sages teach us to “Praise Him for each breath we draw.”  We are supposed to be grateful for
each heart-beat, for all of our vital functions, and, for that matter, all of the day-to-day workings of
nature.  This teaches us that there are miracles all around us, even if they occur seventy times a
minute.  “But it’s perfectly natural” is the usual rhetoric.  Yet, this is exactly the point.  The
ordinary, the natural and the commonplace are as much the works of His hands as the splitting the
sea and Creation itself.


Science seeks the natural in the supernatural; whereas the Torah shows the supernatural in the
natural.


Sources:
• Ramban -- Shemot 13:16.


Bruce Becher of Studio City, California wrote:


Dear Rabbi,


Is it permissible to use flammable substances
in order to construct a Chanukia, e.g. sticking
candles into polystyrene foam blocks?  I
caught my kids in the backyard the other
evening with a giant Chanukia made from
these highly flammable blocks.  I told them
“Not only is this dangerous, but it is forbidden
by Jewish Law to make a Chanukia that goes
up in flames.”  To which my kids – who have
only been in Hebrew School for 2 years –
responded “Prove it!!”  Well, needless to say I
was not prepared for their response.  Any
suggestions?


Dear Bruce,


There are no Halachic restrictions on substances that
can be used for the construction of  a Chanukia when
candles are used.  In the case of an oil Chanukia it is not
recommended to use non-glazed pottery as oil and wick
containers, since they become unfit for use after one
lighting.


However, that doesn’t mean you are defenseless against
your kids.  Because there is a real danger of the fire
spreading and causing damage and injury, you should
cite the well known injunction “ein somchim al ha’nes”
-- one should not rely on a miracle.  This is true even
when celebrating a “nes” (a miracle).  Halachah forbids
a person to create a fire hazard, even in order to fulfill a
mitzvah.


As a last resort, you can always cite the California
Environmental Code (I’ve forgotten the exact section)
which restricts most outdoor fires, and imposes severe
penalties on violators.


So tell your kids that Hashem made a miracle with a fire
more than 2000 years ago; they can’t be so sure that He
will make another one for them.


Sources:
• Shulchan Aruch -- Orach Chaim 673:3.
• Chayei Adam -- 154:9.
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 Ask The Rabbi...
November 26, 1994 Issue #44


This edition contains:
1. Why does everyone keep on saying “Mazel Tov”???
2. Kippa Size.  Kippa & Women.  Keep on Reading ...


Abe from Los Angeles asked:


What does it mean when we say “Mazal Tov” to someone at a Simcha (joyous
occasion)?


Dear Abe,


The word Mazal does not literally mean “luck.”  “ Mazal” is literally associated with the 12
signs of the Zodiac, which are called the “ Mazalot,” but we use the word in a way which
means more than just the Zodiac.  Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzatto explains that there is a multi-
leveled conceptual system through which G-d interacts with the physical Creation.  In other
words, “energy” which originates with Hashem travels through this system and eventually
reaches us.  At some point along the way, this energy is said to pass through the Mazalot, the
stars and the planets, which then transfer it to the rest of Creation.  This explains how people
trained in astrology may know what will happen to an individual in the future.  They are
“reading,” through the configuration of the Mazalot, the energy that is yet to be delivered.
However, we are actually forbidden to engage in the prediction of the future via astrology
even though it may work.  The source of this prohibition is, “You shall be tamim (pure,
perfect, simple) with the L-rd your G-d.”


The Talmud cites three life-issues which are directly affected by the Mazalot:  life, children
and livelihood.  Elsewhere the Talmud seems to contradict this and states that “There is no
Mazal regarding the Jewish People.”  The classical sources explain this to mean that the
influence of Mazalot can be overcome by the Jewish People through prayer and other great
merits.


Regarding prayer, the Shulchan Aruch states, “A person must pray with sincere supplication
like a poor person begging at the door...”  The Chafetz Chaim explains this to mean
“that he must pray with supplication like one who is asking for mercy and remember that the
fulfillment of his request is not in the hands of anything created, not an angel, nor a Mazal,
nor a Star, etc., it is all up to the will of Hashem, may His Name be Blessed.”


A Halachic application of Mazal is the custom of a mourner to say Kaddish on the Yahrzeit
of a parent, because that day is one of “harmful Mazal” for the mourner, and the reciting of
Kaddish affords him protection.


So, what do we mean when we say “ Mazel Tov”?  We are saying a brief prayer at this time
which is strongly influenced by the Mazalot, that Hashem will ensure that the “energy” that
is sent will be only for good.


Sources:
• Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzatto - Derech Hashem, 3:7:3.
• Devarim 18:13.
• Talmud - Mo’ed Katan, 28a, Shabbat, 156a.
• Rabbi Yisroel Meir Kagen - Bi’ur Halacha, 132:1.
• Rav Yisroel Meir Kagen - Mishna Brura, 98:3


Kippa:  Continued from last week...


Kippa size:  Rabbi Moshe Feinstein
states that the minimum measure is
that “which would be called a head
covering.”  Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef,
shlita, rules that the kippa needs to be
visible from all sides.  In communities
where larger kippot are worn, if a
person wears a smaller one this may
indicate a lack of “Fear of Heaven.”


Women and kippot:  I’ve heard that
in Tunisia and Iran it has been the
custom of both married and non-
married women to cover their heads
when reciting devarim sheb’kedusha,
holy matters, such as prayer and
Torah.  When they made aliya, this
practice seems to have been
discontinued for unmarried women.
Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef, shlita, writes in
his Responsa that unmarried women
should, in fact, cover their heads for
matters of kedusha.  Rabbi Chaim
Pinchas Scheinberg, shlita, told me
that an unmarried woman doesn’t
need to cover her hair when saying
matters of kedusha, but a married
woman must cover her head when
saying matters of kedusha, even in
the privacy of her home.


All this talk about head coverings
reminds me of a story I once heard
about a boy whose parents decided
to name him by picking a name out
of a hat.  The name they chose...
six and seven eighths.


Sources:
• Rabbi Moshe Feinstein - Iggrot


Moshe, Orach Chaim vol. 1.
• Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef - Yechaveh


Da’at, vols. 4&5.
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 Ask The Rabbi...
November 19, 1994 Issue #43


This edition contains:
1. Kippa  – why??
2. Mom, Missionaries, Money and Making Calls.


Dr. David Mitchell at Hebrew University wrote:


“Yasher ko’ach” on your continuing electronic divrei Torah and especially
your Wonderful Wry Wrabbinical Written Wit!  I looked in the Ask-The-
Rabbi index, and didn’t see anything on kippot.  Would you please write a
commentary on kippot, whether it is a law or a custom, the different sizes
and why women don’t wear them.


Dear Dr. Mitchell,


The wearing of a kippa (skullcap) first appears in the Talmud as an act of piety.
Another word for kippa is Yarmulke, which means “awe of the King [G-d]” in
Aramaic.  This practice is codified in the Shulchan Aruch as an obligation at the
time of prayer, and as something that one “should do” at other times.  Therefore
according to the Shulchan Aruch, a head cover is a Halacha (Law) during prayer,
and an important custom at other times.


However, the Taz (mid 17th century, Eastern Europe) suggests that although a
headcovering was originally an act of piety, it gained the status of Torah Law, due
to the custom of non-Jews to remove their caps as a sign of honor.  Since the
Torah prohibits Jews from “going in the ways of non-Jews,”  one who does not
cover his head would therefore be in transgression of a Negative Commandment
of the Torah.


Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, in his Responsa, rules that, based on the Taz, one should
be stringent.  He adds, however, that there are indications that even the Taz might
agree that in America [and elsewhere] where it is no longer the way of Gentiles to
remove their head coverings as a sign of honor — for the most part they don’t
even wear head coverings at all — the prohibition against going about with an
uncovered head is no longer considered to be a Torah prohibition.


Since one is nonetheless obligated to wear a kippa, what does it matter whether it
is a custom or a law?  It becomes important when we consider the case of
someone who is denied work because he wears a kippa.  The Talmud states that
one doesn’t need to forfeit more than a fifth of his wealth in order to fulfill a
Positive Commandment.  Therefore, Rabbi Feinstein writes that since a custom is
certainly not more stringent than a Positive Commandment, if a person cannot
find work unless he removes his kippa, then when he is at work he is permitted to
remove his kippa. If, on the other hand, not wearing a kippa would be a
transgression of a Negative Commandment, (like the ruling of the Taz), then
removal of the kippa for the sake of employment would not be sanctioned since
one is obligated to forfeit all of his wealth rather than to transgress a Negative
Commandment.


Keep posted for further discussions on silver-dollar Yarmulkes, black versus
knitted, and women & kippot.


Sources:
• Kiddushin 31a, & Shabbat 118b.
• Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 8 & 92, and Taz.
• Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Iggrot Moshe, Orach Chaim, vols. 1 & 4; & Choshen


Mishpat, vol. 1.


B. from a college in New Jersey wrote:


My mother belongs to a missionary organization.
Recently she contracted with a long distance
telephone company to have a percentage of the
savings on her long-distance phone bill donated
to an elementary school run by the missionary
organization.  My question is, can I speak to my
mother on the phone when she calls me,
knowing that as I speak money is clinking into the
coffers of a missionizing organization?


Dear B.,


The Torah has very, very, strong words against all forms
of missionary activity, and urges that action be taken to
stop them if at all possible.  I asked Rabbi Chaim Pinchas
Scheinberg, shlita, about your particular case, which
involves the sensitive issue of a child’s relationship with
his mother, and a basically passive role on behalf of the
listener.  Nevertheless, he said that it is absolutely
forbidden to converse with her on the phone when she
calls.  Practically, you should call (or write) to your mom
and tell her that you cannot receive calls from her while
she has this service.  If she still calls, then you will
unfortunately have to hang up on her.  As this is the
Halacha, there is no conflict with kibud av v’em, (respect
for mother and father).


However, no need to worry that non-Jews have a
monopoly on “interesting” ways of collecting funds.  I
once heard about a Jew who was walking in an anti-
Semitic part of town, where he noticed a poor Jew sitting
on a bench holding out a cup asking for charity.  On the
next bench sat a priest who was asking for charity in the
same manner.  As locals passed by, they would make a
point of putting a penny in the Jew’s cup and then a
dollar or even five dollars in the cup of the priest,
laughing as they walked away.  The Jewish man who was
watching all of this approached the poor Jew and
reproached him, “Don’t you have any dignity!  Look how
they ridicule you!  You’re not even making any money!”


The poor Jew smiled, called over to the priest sitting on
the next bench, and said, “You hear that Berel, this guy
thinks we’ve got it all wrong.”


Sources:
• Devarim 13:7-12.
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 Ask The Rabbi...
November 12, 1994 Issue #42


This edition contains:
1. Genetic Testing - according to Halacha


Jason from Baltimore asked:


I read that genetic testing was used to identify some of
the people killed in the Tel Aviv Bus bombing.  Does
genetic testing have Halachic validity?


Dear Jason,


Genetic testing and its Halachic ramifications are presently
the subject of much discussion in Medical Halacha
journals and seminars.  I’d like to try and clarify some of
the issues involved.


There are a number of cases where genetic testing could
possibly be used to help determine identity, such as:


1. A paternity case.
2. A family who wants to bring a loved one to


burial.
3. A woman who wants permission to remarry.
4. An inheritance dispute.


Certainly a major concern in a case such as the horrible
bus bombing is to determine who died.  There is concern
to verify that the person in question actually died and is
brought to proper burial.  A woman cannot remarry unless
we have reliable evidence that her husband is in fact dead
and issues of inheritance may also arise.  Can we rely on
the evidence provided by genetic testing to determine the
Halacha in these cases?


The present Halachic literature deals only with the topic of
paternity cases.  In the paternity cases the problem arises
when  the results of the genetic testing conflict with results
of Halachic determinants prescribed by the Talmud.  For
instance,  according to the Talmud the husband of the
mother is assumed to be the father of  the child.  He bears
the financial responsibility for him and determines his
status within the Jewish Community (Kohen, Levy, etc.).
What happens when the results of the genetic tests conflict
with this determination?


The available Halachic responsa rule that we must rely on the
Talmudic means for determining identity and that we cannot
rely on the results of genetic testing.


I asked Rav Chaim Pinchas Scheinberg, shlita, specifically
about permitting a woman to remarry solely on the basis of
genetic testing and about using those tests to resolve disputes
that may arise because of inheritance.  He said that there is
not any ground in Halacha that would permit us to do so.


Perhaps one of the most interesting cases of using a non-
Talmudic methodology for determining the identity of the
dead took place at the close of the Israeli war of
Independence.  A group of 35 soldiers was sent to help bolster
defense of the Gush Etzion Settlements, and all in the group
were tragically killed. After the war the bodies were
discovered in an unidentifiable condition.  Through a
mysterious process known as the “Goral HaGra” Rabbi Aryeh
Levine zt”l identified each of the bodies, which were then all
brought to proper burial.  The “Goral HaGra” uses a particular
format of the Chumash and involves the flipping back and
forth of pages and then columns until eventually a particular
verse is chosen.  In each case the verse chosen clearly
identified a fallen soldier with a particular body.


When I asked Rav Scheinberg, shlita, about the use of “Goral
HaGra” to permit a woman to remarry or to settle monetary
disputes he said that it is not a Halachically acceptable
determinant in these cases.


This would indicate that non-Talmudic determinants are
enough to satisfy the requirements of proper burial.
Therefore, genetic testing would be an acceptable means of
determining identity for the purpose of a proper burial.


In conclusion, genetic testing has (at least presently) limited
validity, and may not be used as the sole means for
determining identity in all cases.


Sources:
• Nishmat Avraham, by Dr. Abraham S. Abraham.
• Medical Ethics - Halacha Tape Series, by Rabbi Avraham


Sauer (of Los Angeles), “Genetic Testing”.
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 Ask The Rabbi...
November 9, 1994 Issue #41


This issue is dedicated in the memory of Nachshon Mordechai ben Yehudah Waxman z’’l


This edition contains:
1. One Creator, a Plural Name
2. Cereal and Milk


Stephen from Drexel University wrote:


Dear Rabbi,


I read Chayei Sara for my Bar Mitzva.  Good memories...
Why is the word “Elohim”, when it is used as a Name of
G-d, written in the plural?  I haven’t read any convincing
religious discourse about this subject.


Dear Stephen,


Note : For the purpose of this column, I will write the word elohim
as Elokim when referring to G-d.
Grammatically, the root word of Elokim is “ eleh” the demonstrative
pronoun “these”.  In the plural, “these” connotes the binding unity
between each of the individual items, e.g.: “These five buildings
were all built by a famous architect.”  Therefore the plural of eleh,
(elohim), represents the unity of many different things combined
together.
When G-d’s name Elokim is used in the Torah, it illustrates the
concept that G-d is the “one through whom all the plurality, (by
everything being related to him), becomes a unity.”  Simply said,
since G-d is the creator of everything in the universe, everything in
the universe is unified through G-d.  Thus, the word Elokim as a
name of G-d in the Torah, expresses that all the individual things in
the world, that seem separate and autonomous, are all unified
through the Source — G-d — Who is The Ruler of everything.  By
extension, the Torah also uses the word elohim to refer to human
rulers, law-givers, and judges of the people, who each rule in their
worldly domain.
In the ancient world, the Oneness of G-d, as supreme Ruler and
Judge over everything, was unique to Judaism alone.  All early
civilizations were polytheistic, that is, they all believed in many
gods who were each limited in power to their own domain.  For a
good harvest, one might invoke the god of rain, or the god of
fertility, or even both, by worshipping in the prescribed (pagan)
manner.
In the Torah understanding of the world, nothing presupposed
Creation, except G-d Himself Who created the world and
everything in it.  Therefore it is not surprising that the first time G-d
is referred to in the Torah, the name Elokim is used, teaching us that
G-d is the unity of all these things that are created in the story of
Creation.


Source:
• Rabbi S.R. Hirsch - Parshat Bereshit ch. 1.


A reader in Pittsburgh wrote:


If somebody is eating cereal & milk for breakfast,
such as corn flakes, and is making the appropriate
bracha for the cereal, is there a need to make a
bracha of shehakol for the milk also?
After the cereal is finished in the bowl, would he
then need to make a bracha of shehakol over the
leftover milk?  What if he drinks a separate glass of
milk with the bowl of cereal?


The general rule is that one makes a bracha on the cereal
and this includes, or, in Halachic lingo, “covers” the milk.
(It is irrelevant whether the milk physically covers the cereal
:-) or vice versa).  The reason for this is that the milk is there
to enhance the taste of the cereal.  Any milk left over in the
bowl will not require a separate bracha since it was
included in the bracha for the cereal.  If one would add
more than the normal amount of milk to the cereal, then two
brachot are required -- first the bracha for the cereal, and
then shehakol for the milk.  If in doubt, one should make
shehakol on something else (such as coffee).


Similarly, if one wants to drink a separate glass of milk, one
would need to say a bracha of shehakol, since it is not
“covered” by the bracha on the cereal.


The bracha that is appropriate for corn-flakes is dependent
on how the cereal is made.  The conventional method is to
produce it from flattened corn kernels, and the cereal would
therefore require the bracha of ha’adama, but if it is
produced from corn flour, then the correct bracha would be
shehakol.


A story is told of a Rebbe and a chassid.  The chassid asked
the Rebbe:  “You have an apple, and I have an apple.  You
make a bracha and eat a slice, and I make a bracha and I eat
a slice.  After you eat a bit, then your chassidim come
running to eat the remainder of your apple (a Chassidic
custom known as shirayim); but no one is interested in the
remnants of my apple!  What’s the difference?
The Rebbe smiled warmly and replied, “ You make a bracha
in order to eat, whereas I eat in order to make a bracha!”


Source:
• Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim - 212:1.






