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A DERASHAH DURING A PLAGUE 

August 28, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

The 1848 (5608-9) cholera epidemic has become 

famous in Jewish history because it was the moment 

when the 37-year old Rav Yisrael Salanter first took 

on a leadership role. Rav Dov Katz, in his Tenu’as 

Ha-Mussar (vol. 1, ch. 12), describes how Rav 

Yisrael mobilized a rescue effort, secured a 1,500 bed 
hospital and volunteer doctors and nurses, and 

ensured that patients were properly cared for even on 

Shabbos. He also, controversially and against the 

wishes of most rabbis in Vilna, made kiddush in shul 

on Yom Kippur and insisted that everyone must eat 

as a life-saving measure (although testimonies vary 

about exactly what happened). 

However, Rav Yisrael Salanter was not the only 

rabbi who saw the danger and insisted that people eat  
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CORONA POLICIES AND CLARIFICATIONS 

FOR YOM KIPPUR 

September 23, 2020 

by R. Daniel Mann 

Question: We will review some practical issues for 

Yom Kippur that are likely to come up this year, in 

the shadow of Corona. Although local rabbis will 

address many of them and public policy may change, 

we assume our discussion will be helpful.   

Answer: 1. Pushing oneself to daven with a minyan 

– Regarding most of the tefilla, the importance of 

being in shul is halachically not much greater on 

Yom Kippur than on Shabbat ( “Yud Gimel Middot,” 

which are most concentrated in Ne’ila, are the major 

additional thing that is missing). Certainly, one 

should not put himself (especially the elderly and 

other members of high-risk groups) and others at risk 

unwisely. To avoid 

 

YESHIVA TUITION AND CORONAVIRUS 

June 8, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

To our great sadness, the societal shutdown due to 

Coronavirus also closed yeshivos. The government 

rightly insisted that all schools cease in-class 

teaching. Schools transitioned to remote learning for 

abbreviated hours, with parents taking a greater role 

in watching their children and ensuring they join the 
class. With shorter hours and a greater parental role, 

many parents wonder whether they deserve a refund 

on at least part of the tuition money they paid 

expecting to drop kids off in the morning and pick 

them up in the late afternoon or evening. 

In this space, I would like to briefly explore some of 

the halakhic issues of this question, albeit without 

reaching a final conclusion. First we need to set aside 
questions of fees for dorms that could not be used  
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A DERASHAH DURING A PLAGUE 

continued from page 1 

on Yom Kippur. Rav Yosef Chaver Wildman, son of 

the famous student of the Vilna Gaon’s disciples Rav 

Yitzchak Isaac Chaver Wildman, served as the rabbi 
in a number of towns in Poland, including Jedwabne 

and Knishin. On Rosh Hashanah 5609, he delivered a 

powerful sermon on the subject of the epidemic 

which he later published in his Sha’ar Yosef (seventh 

derush). What follows is a summary of this 

impassioned speech, based largely on the summary 

provided by R. Dov Eliach in his Peninim Mi-

Shulchan Gavo’ah (Deut. 20:2) but with additional 

material from the published derashah: 

Every action and activity in the world is done in 

combination between an act of man and the guidance 

of the Creator, as it says, “And He… will bless you in 

all that you do” (Deut. 15:18). God’s blessing does 

not rest on an empty vessel, rather it “gives seed to 

the sower and bread to the eater” (Isa. 55:10). Even 

miracles that deviate from the natural path of the 

world require some prior human act, like the splitting 

of the Reed Sea through Moshe’s lifting his staff, and 

likewise all the plagues in Egypt. On the other hand, 
the Jewish people were commanded that in all these 

material matters, in order to succeed they must do at 

least some minor act to demonstrate that they are 

relying on God’s help and placing their faith in Him. 

Therefore, when a man plows his field, “you shall not 

plow with an ox and a donkey together” (Deut. 

22:10); when he plants, “you shall not sow your field 

with two kinds of seeds” (Lev. 19:19); when he 

harvests, “you shall not gather the gleaning of your 

harvest” (Lev. 19:9). And similarly in all human 

activity, there is one mitzvah that reminds him, “it is 

from the Lord that a man’s goings are established” 
(Ps. 37:23). 

Similarly, when waging war, the Jewish people must 

combine human and divine action. When going to 

battle, the Jewish army would prepare in all 

necessary ways like any other army, rather than rely 

on a miracle. However, the Torah commands them, 

“and the kohen shall approach and speak to the 
people” (Deut. 20:2). Ramban explains that the 

kohen’s words are intended to strengthen people’s 

fear of and faith in God, not to enforce military 

discipline like the police who monitor their activity. 

Since the people have to show some sign that they 

are primarily relying on God, that He fights their 

 
1 I heard this point from Rav Ari Marburger in a lecture 

dated June 7, 2020. 

wars, the kohen has to explain that in specific 

situations they should abandon traditional military 

tactics and place all their faith in God. Specifically, 

when they approach someplace particularly 

dangerous, when fear causes soldiers to tremble and 
retreat, in such cases they should place their faith in 

God and see victory as certain. 

Similarly, added Rav Yosef Chaver, as we stand at 

war against the afflictions of the day, when death 

rises in our windows, the doctors have given us 

instructions on how to preserve our health that 

obligate us from the Torah’s command, “take good 

care of yourselves” (Deut. 4:15). Much of the 
damage is caused by foolish hearts who wish to be 

pious with their Creator and act strictly by fasting and 

the like in ways that damage physical health. They 

think that in this way, by placing themselves in 

present danger, they find favor in God’s eyes. But the 

truth is the opposite. These actions raise memory of 

sins, utilize and reduce a person’s merits and bring 

judgment on him. 

The Creator’s command is to guard our health and 

follow all that the doctors tell us. If so, it is forbidden 

for someone to be strict on himself and fast because 

doing so is dangerous in this time. But we have to be 

careful not to pray quickly so we can eat. It is better 

to say less with proper intent than a lot with little 

intent. Just like our ancestors, when they went to 

battle were commanded, “fear not nor be alarmed” 

(Deut. 20:3), we too place our faith in God and will 

not be alarmed by the obligation to eat. 

YESHIVA TUITION AND CORONAVIRUS 

continued from page 1 

due to the pandemic and food that was not provided. 

The former is a question of rentals and the latter is a 
question of purchasing goods, both of which have 

different issues.1 Here we will only address the 

payment for education, which includes fees for 

administration, buildings, etc. As should be obvious, 

plagues and epidemics are not new and the question 

has been discussed in the past. The following two 

Talmudic passages serve as the basis for the 

discussion. 

I. Local Duress and Regional Disaster 

The Gemara (Bava Metzi’a 76b-77a) discusses cases 

when an owner hires workers for a job that becomes 

unnecessary due to events beyond their control 

https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=6452&pgnum=55
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=6452&pgnum=55
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(ones). For example, he hires people to carry water to 

a field and then rain falls or a river overflows, 

making the job unnecessary. Who loses, the owner 

(who has to pay) or the workers (who do not get 

paid)? The Gemara distinguishes between an ones 
that the owner should have anticipated (he loses), the 

workers should have anticipated (they lose) and 

neither or both should have anticipated. If neither or 

both should have anticipated the ones, the workers 

lose because they have no compelling reason that will 

cause the court to take money away from the owner 

and give to them (ha-motzi me-chaveiro alav ha-

ra’ayah). 

The Mishnah (Bava Metzi’a 105b) discusses 

someone renting a field that suffers an unexpected 

loss (ones), such as an attack by locusts. If the ones is 

a regional disaster (makas medinah), then the owner 

suffers the loss and the renter may deduct his loss 

from the rent. However, if it is not sufficiently 

widespread to be a makas medinah, then the renter 

suffers the loss and must pay his full rent. Makas 

medinah moves the loss from the renter to the owner. 

(We will discuss why below.) 

II. Teachers 

Rav Meir (Maharam) of Rothenburg (13th cen., 

Germany; quoted in Mordekhai, Bava Metzi’a, ch. 9 

no. 343) discusses various cases in which a tutor fails 

to complete the school year. If the tutor cannot teach 
because the local government forbids teaching Torah, 

this is considered a makas medinah, which places the 

loss on the owner, the parent. 

Rav Meir Katzenellenbogen (Maharam Padua, 16th 

cen., Italy; Responsa, no. 86) addresses a tutor in 

Venice whose student fled the city during an 

epidemic. Must the student (or his father) pay the 

tutor for the days when the student was away. 
Maharam Padua says that neither teacher nor student 

could have anticipated the epidemic, therefore he 

cannot force the student to pay unless the epidemic 

qualifies as a makas medinah. He says that a makas 

medinah must affect everyone equally. Since most 

people did not flee the epidemic, this case was not a 

makas medinah and therefore the tutor loses his pay. 

III. Returning the Merchandise or Reducing the 

Rent? 

In another responsum (no. 39), Maharam Padua 

discusses a business that was rented to another person 

after which the government imposed harsh 

restrictions that rendered the business almost 

impossible to earn a profit. In the course of his 

discussion, Maharam Padua says that this 

government decree constitutes a makas medinah and 

the renter can only ask about the rent he already paid. 

Maharam Padua says that the rule of makas medinah 

nullifies the agreement going forward, effectively 

returning the field or merchandise to the owner. If 
this approach is applied to a tutor, then he can only 

ask for his wages until the time he approaches the 

court, not for the full school year (if it has not already 

concluded). 

Rav Moshe Isserles (Rema, 16th cen., Poland; 

Shulchan Arukh, Choshen Mishpat 321:1) follows the 

Maharam of Rothenburg mentioned above that in a 

makas medinah, the loss falls on the owner and the 
teacher receives his full salary. Rema adds that 

Maharam Padua considers this a case of returning the 

merchandise but he disagrees. Rema rules that the 

tutor is similar to a renter who reduces the rent to 

recoup his loss. Similarly, the teacher should receive 

his full lost wages. 

However, Rav Yehoshua Falk (17th cen., Poland; 
Sema 365:6) disagrees with Rema that the teacher 

should receive his full salary. If neither the 

owner/student nor the teacher could anticipate the 

epidemic, why should the student have to pay the full 

wages? Rather, Sema reads Maharam of 

Rothenburg’s words differently. When Maharam of 

Rothenburg says that the loss is on the owner, he 

doesn’t say that the whole loss is on the owner. 

Rather, he bears part of the loss by paying half 

wages. In this way, they share the burden of this 

unforeseen development. Rav Shabsai Cohen (17th 

cen., Poland; Shakh, Choshen Mishpat 321:1) 
dismisses Sema’s reading as implausible but Rav 

Ya’akov Lorberbaum (18th cen., Poland; Nesivos 

Ha-Mishpat 334:1) upholds the Sema’s conclusion 

that the teacher receives only half his wages in a 

makas medinah. 

It seems to me that most authorities agree with Rema 

that the owner must pay the full wages, and not like 

Sema that he only pays half. But if so, we have to ask 
why. Sema’s logic seems compelling — neither party 

could anticipate the loss so they should share in the 

loss. Rav Yechiel Michel Epstein (19th cen., 

Lithuania; Arukh Ha-Shulchan, Choshen Mishpat 

334:10) argues that a worker or teacher is hired to 

perform a specific job. He is required to be available 

and ready to do that job. If he is, then despite any 

external duress such as a makas medinah he has 

fulfilled his responsibilities. However, if the teacher 

flees due to an epidemic then the teacher forfeits his 

wages for that time (Maharam of Rothenburg only 
discusses when the student flees). 
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IV. Tuition Refunds 

Because there are different opinions, it is difficult to 

force anyone to forfeit money they already hold. If 

someone prepays tuition, he could face a school that 

insists they follow a view that allows them to keep 

the money. If a teacher already received his salary, he 

can say that he follows a view that awards him full 

pay. This directly affects our conclusion. 

Rav Ovadiah Yosef Toledano (a grandson of Rav 

Ovadiah Yosef, in his Meshiv Mishpat, no. 47) 

discusses events booked in a hall that were cancelled 

due to Operation Cast Lead in 2008-9. In general, I 

benefited from his encyclopedic presentation of the 

sources, in his grandfather’s style. In his conclusion, 

he discusses the salaries of teachers whose school 

was cancelled by government order during this 

wartime. He says that if a teacher knows that he 

would not have taught during the war due to fear, he 

cannot ask for his salary in good faith (as per Rav 
Epstein above). However, if he believes he would 

have taught if school was in session, then if he was 

already paid he can keep his full salary (as per 

Rema). If he was not yet paid, then the school can say 

they follow the Sema that the teacher only receives 

half salary. This all assumes that there is no 

overriding custom or local law on the subject. 

Rav Toledano was discussing schools paying 

teachers, not parents paying tuition to schools. If we 

assume that the halakhic calculation is the same, then 

if the school would have closed during the pandemic 

regardless of government closure, the parents do not 

need to pay tuition for that time period (as per Rav 

Epstein). If the school would have remained open if 

not for government closure, then if the parents 

prepaid tuition they cannot ask for a refund (as per 

Rema). But if they did not prepay tuition, they can 

follow Sema and pay only half of tuition for that time 

period. 

However, a further complication arises from schools 

that continued teaching remotely during the 

pandemic. An argument can be made that parents 

must pay for the cost of a remote education and treat 

only the difference between remote education and in-

person education as above (either none, half or full). 

On the other hand, an argument can be made that for 
the schools in question, the cost of remote learning is 

full tuition because they still had other overhead that 

they needed to cover. (Rav Shlomo Aviner suggested 

this argument to me in private correspondence and 

the Vaad HaRabbonim of Queens, in a ruling dated 

June 1, 2020 (section 1, par. 4), seems to adopt this 

approach as well.) According to this second view, 

regardless of all the above, parents must pay full 

tuition for the education received during the 

pandemic. 

V. Institutions and Refunds 

Significantly, we must raise Rav Hershel Schachter’s 

point that tuition refunds would collapse the entire 

communal education system. The schools simply lack 

the money. It is irresponsible to demand tuition 

refunds and ultimately more expensive, as new 

schools will require startup funding. The only 
question is how much of the tuition counts as charity, 

for ma’aser purposes, which can be calculated based 

on the above considerations and, according to Rav 

Aviner, none qualifies but other authorities might 

disagree. 

Many people have raised the issue of schools 

receiving PPP loans from the government to cover 

primarily salary expenses. We should look at a 
forgivable PPP loan as a donation. When a school 

receives a large donation, parents still have to pay 

tuition because the donation does not affect the 

parents’ contract with the school. However, it would 

affect the school’s finances and, depending on each 

institution’s stability, might remove the communal 

need for charity. If a school is able to maintain stable 

finances, it should think about providing tuition 

refunds because many parents in the community have 

suffered catastrophic financial losses. I know of one 

school that sent 5% tuition refund checks to all 
parents. Additionally, a PPP loan might remove the 

penalty on teachers who would not have taught due to 

fear. They cannot ask for their salary from parents 

but they can ask for it from government funds 

specifically designated for that purpose. 

Of course, all this represents one person’s tentative 

thoughts and must be set aside by the decisions of a 

responsible beis din that is tasked with answering this 

question. 

CORONA POLICIES AND CLARIFICATIONS 

FOR YOM KIPPUR 

continued from page 1 

that, we expect many small minyanim (hopefully in 

spacious, ventilated places). While people in high-

risk groups should not daven in any minyan, except 

from their house or outside at a GREAT distance 

from others, regarding people of moderate risk, 

outdoor minyanim do have an advantage for those 

who fast well. If Yom Kippur will be a hot day and 

out-door minyanim may compromise one’s ability to 

complete the fast, it is obviously far more 

halachically important to fast than to daven with a 

https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=52532&pgnum=463
https://www.torahmusings.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/VHQ1.png
https://www.torahmusings.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/VHQ2.png
https://www.torahweb.org/torah/docs/rsch/RavSchachter-Corona-22-April-08-2020.pdf
https://www.torahweb.org/torah/docs/rsch/RavSchachter-Corona-22-April-08-2020.pdf
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minyan (see Shemirat Shabbat K’hilchata 39:28). It is 

more challenging to determine the correct plan when 

there is only a small chance that davening outside 

will cause one to break the fast. Many people’s best 

solution is to daven at an outdoor vatikin minyan, 
when it is rarely hot and easier to find shade (in 

addition to spiritual advantages). Minyanim would do 

best to shorten their length by eliminating Mi 

Sheberachs, skipping most piyutim, and doing less 

singing. (Singing is also a virus spreader, to an extent 

even with a mask on; humming, done with a mouth 

closed, is safer). A relatively short Mincha and Ne’ila 

can be done near day’s end, when it is cooler and 

easier to gauge how well one is fasting. Long-lasting 

indoor minyanim with air conditioning may not be 

the safest option, even if they apparently conform 

with official health guidelines (which do not 
eliminate danger, just lower it to a reasonable level 

for the average person; we can send links to scientific 

articles). 

2. Tefillot to be omitted without a minyan – Besides 

standard devarim shebekedusha (e.g., Kedusha, 

Kri’at HaTorah, …), special omissions for Yom 

Kippur are: Kol Nidrei (for the public), the 13 
Middot (with its introductory and concluding pieces), 

pieces recited by the chazan regarding himself. 

3. Early Ne’ila – Some shuls will opt for consecutive 

minyanim in the same room. It is problematic to do 

Ne’ila before plag haMincha (see Beit Yosef, Orach 

Chayim 623; Ishei Yisrael 46:47). It is better to 

daven after plag haMincha without a minyan or to 

have the second minyan go past shekia into bein 
hashemashot (even better if chazarat hashatz starts 

before shekia). Regarding late Birkat Kohanim, see 

Living the Halachic Process, IV, D-2. 

4. Washing with soap/cleansing with sanitizer – It is 

permitted to wash hands to remove dirt (Shulchan 

Aruch, OC 613:1). Removing germs is no less 

justified; only washing which can be broadly deemed 

as for enjoyment is forbidden. In a past column 
(Vayeilech 5776), we cited sources that sicha 

(applying oil) is forbidden even not for enjoyment 

(Yerushalmi, Yoma 8:1). We pointed out that sicha is 

when the substance is absorbed by the skin, whereas 

rechitza removes impurities from it, and that soap 

resembles rechitza. Sanitizer is on one hand, 

absorbed by the skin, but on the other hand, is never 

for enjoyment. Certainly, when it is clearly needed 

for hygiene, including during a pandemic even for 

healthy people, it is permitted (see Shulchan Aruch, 

OC 614:1, who permits applying oil for any truly 
medicinal purpose). 

Many people will experience Yom Kippur this year 

in an unfamiliar way. Some will benefit from 

pursuing responsibly their normal means of 

inspiration. For others, there is value in making the 

most of the opportunity to serve Hashem in a 
different way, appropriate for the situation Hashem 

has presented. May the Yom Kippur of all be 

successful! 

P’SAK HALACHA DURING A MODERN 

PANDEMIC – INTERIM VIEW 

June 10, 2020 

by R. Daniel Mann 

Question: My own question: What observations can 

we make about the way halachic rulings were made 

and disseminated during the first stage of the 

coronavirus crisis?  

Answer: As a “student of the history of the halachic 

process,” I find breathtaking the difference in the 

tools available in reaching halachic rulings and 

sharing them in today’s society from 200 years ago 

and even 20 years ago. Let me share my perspective 

after 2-3 months of observing and sharing in Eretz 

Hemdah’s participation in the process.  

On the most basic level, “There is nothing new under 

the sun.” The halachic rules of pikuach nefesh have 

been discussed in depth for centuries. So have the 

principles of ruling on standard topics (e.g., Pesach, 

Shabbat, tefilla) in the face of extenuating 

circumstances. Our medical emergency and related 

technical difficulties are only examples of many such 

circumstances. 

However, there were real differences in the process. 

The local rabbi had almost immediate access to the 

most updated medical guidelines and insights 

(although, based on the “surprises” Hashem sent us, 

much science proved inaccurate only days later – not 

uncommon for novel viruses). This was crucial when 

having to apply the halachic rules and Jewish values 

to specific cases. While a rabbi could and often must 
ask experts about specific cases that arise, the 

rabbi/posek’s level of scientific sophistication, both 

regarding general background and keeping current 

(or a step ahead when being machmir in pikuach 

nefesh) concerning COVID-19, is important. If we all 

made many small but critical decisions about safety 

in our own houses – when to be health stringent and 

when it was necessary to “cut a little slack,” a rabbi 

had a heightened need to be ready for that 

communally.  
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The phenomenon of instant collegial contact between 

large groups of rabbis in which Eretz Hemdah took 

part (our thanks to Rav R. Taragin) was a powerful 

tool. A rabbi with a classic “corona question” would 

present it on a rabbinic group and be sent the latest 
ruling of Rav Asher Weiss, Rav Rimon, the Chief 

Rabbinate, etc. within minutes. Pressing questions of 

this genre (e.g., how to bury a Covid-19 victim, 

Pesach leniencies, when one can go to the mikveh 

with which precautions) were presented to such 

poskim as Rav Schachter and Rav Willig. Rabbis 

from different areas deliberated in real-time as to 

whether and then when to follow the bold, life-saving 

step of the R.C. of Bergen County to close shuls 

before public authorities mandated it. Many, led by 

Rabbi Dr. Aaron Glatt, shared insights of their local 

health authorities. With an understanding of both the 
shared danger and the unique circumstances of each 

community, rabbis had both the obligation to follow 

the consensus when appropriate and seek unique 

solutions when the nuances of one’s community 

mandated it.  

Of course, as is generally true of information 

technology, the power contains risks, and raised 
questions. Will a local rabbi’s authority be 

undermined when his congregants can find (and 

disseminate) dissenting (or ostensibly so) opinions 

online or from a different shul’s electronic bulletin? 

Might our article in English about strategies for 

laining as Israeli minyanim opened embolden some 

distant readers to buck their local guidelines, where 

even “mirpeset minyanim” were forbidden? Or could 

discussion of the scenario be used incorrectly if 

matters took a change for the worse in the same 

place? Broadly speaking, the danger of Torah 

guidance being misapplied has always existed, but 
gains outweigh losses when done properly. Accuracy 

and sensitivity to nuance in writing are important in 

helping, but not eliminating, the problem. 

Clearly, in terms of health, employment, and 

psychological and social stability, technological 

advances have been very beneficial during the 

lockdowns and social distancing that were forced 
upon us. We have briefly illustrated that regarding 

implementing timeless halachic principles, we can 

also say that, to an extent, Hashem has “brought a 

[partial] treatment before the affliction.” 

WHAT I LEARNED FROM CORONAVIRUS 

July 20, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

My local community magazine, The Jewish Echo, 

asked its writers and staff for brief comments about 

what they learned from the pandemic. Here is my 

contribution: 

In times of crisis, our community unites in 

overwhelming acts of chessed. We excel at that. We 

naturally respond to a crisis by looking for 

opportunities to help others. As beautiful as this is, as 

much a testimony as it is to the fine character of our 

community, I already knew this. What I learned from 

the coronavirus outbreak is the importance of 

avoiding a crisis from the start. Too much pain was 

self-inflicted; too many people could have avoided 
suffering and even death if we all had acted with 

greater caution (see Moreh Nevuchim 3:12). We 

cannot blame ourselves in hindsight, but we can 

change our attitude going forward by taking health 

warnings more seriously and avoiding dangerous 

situations more carefully. Even if it was not a Torah 

commandment, which it is, it would still be common 

sense. My own unhygienic behavior can cause illness 

or worse in someone vulnerable. We must change our 

behavior before causing more damage. 

WASHING HANDS AFTER LEAVING A 

HOSPITAL 

May 13, 2020 

by R. Daniel Mann 

Question: When visiting a hospital, I saw a kohen 

alert sign. Upon leaving, should I have done netilat 

yadayim due to exposure to tumah? 

Answer: We will first survey the point of netilat 
yadayim in various cases including yours.  

When one becomes tameh on the level of Torah law 

in a manner that he needs rechitza (washing) to 

remove the tumah (e.g., due to bodily emissions or 

contact with dead animals), this consists of 

immersing his whole body in a mikveh (see Eiruvin 

4b). This does not suffice for one who came in 

contact with a dead human; a process that involves 
para aduma ashes is also needed. There are times 

that exposure to tumah does not make a person tameh 

according to Torah law, but Chazal decreed tumah on 

his hands, such that if they touch something holy 

(e.g., teruma), they render it tameh (see Rambam, 

Avot Hatumah 8:2). As an extension of the Rabbinic 

tumah for teruma foods, Chazal required netilat 

yadayim with a beracha before eating bread, 

irrespective of known contact with any tumah; it may 

also be connected to the need for cleanliness (see Beit 

Yosef, Orach Chayim 158).  

https://jewishecho.com/
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There is another standard netilat yadayim with a 

beracha – in between when one wakes up in the 

morning and davens. There are different opinions 

among the Rishonim if this is because the hands 

became dirty during sleep or because one is like a 
new creature who needs sanctification (see Mishna 

Berura 4:1).  

Another reason for washing hands is the prospect of 

ruach ra’ah (literally, a bad spirit) that cling to the 

hands in various situations. The Shulchan Aruch (OC 

4:18) has a list of situations in which one should 

wash his hands (without a beracha), including, upon 

leaving a bathroom, after cutting nails, and after 
touching sweaty parts of the body. Some of them are 

because of cleanliness, especially if one is to partake 

in something holy, and others are because of ruach 

ra’ah (e.g., leaving the bathroom – Mishna Berura 

4:40).  

The Shulchan Aruch cites as “some say” (see 

Mordechai, Berachot 192) that one washes after 
being among the dead (i.e., in a cemetery – Mishna 

Berura ad loc. 42, based on Shut Maharil 42). In 

Yoreh Deah (376:4) he says unequivocally that one 

washes after a funeral. Actually, the Tur (YD 376) 

cites a Gaon who views such a minhag as baseless. 

The reason given for doing it is the ruach ra’ah, not 

the laws of tumah. The latter is not an issue because 

washing the hands (or even going to the mikveh) will 

not remove the tumah, but it helps (at least partially) 

regarding ruach ra’ah, as we saw above.  

The question, then, is what type of setting of contact 

with to the dead warrants washing? The Shulchan 

Aruch (OC 4:18) mentions that after touching the 

dead, one should wash. The Magen Avraham (4:21) 

infers that if one is in the proximity of a single corpse 

without touching it, he does not need to wash. 

However, he continues that it is customary to wash 

even if he “comes into [the place of] one corpse, as 

well as one who escorts it.”  

While I lack the understanding of how ruach ra’ah 

works, the sources seem to imply that the intricate 

laws of tumah, especially of ohel (roughly, being 

“under the same roof”) are not the factor, as they are 

for a kohen in a hospital. One can escort the deceased 

and not become tameh, and yet there is washing. (The 

Aruch Hashulchan (4:21) cites the minhag that it 

depends if he is within four amot of the deceased; 
while there is a Rabbinic concept of tumah within 

four amot of a corpse (Sota 44a), the problem might 

still be the proximity rather than the Rabbinic tumah.) 

In the other direction, if one is somewhere in a large 

hospital when a corpse is taken out through the 

basement, while this could be crucial for a kohen, 

who is bound by the Torah laws of tumah, it need not 

create a connection and corresponding ruach ra’ah 

that would require washing. 

Since I have not found a source to say that there is a 

need to wash after leaving a hospital in which 

someone has died and the minhag is clearly to not do 

so, we can assume that this is correct. Our 

explanation is likely correct.    

SPEAK YOUR TRUTH: MOVING FORWARD 

FROM CORONAVIRUS 

May 12, 2020 

by R. Gidon Rothstein 

Adam Gopnik recently warned that we react to 

stressors such as the novel coronavirus with ideas we 

already held before, a worry I too have shared 

(although in looking for that link, I found this one, 

suggesting I’m also more locked into my own idees 

fixes than I’d like to think).  It’s part of the reason I 

try to find prior sources for my ideas; I may be 

picking ideas that fit my preferred narrative, but it’s 

at least a narrative important people have already 

said. 

Berakhot 54a tells us the Rabbis made two decrees in 

reaction to the advent of the Saduccean heresy. First, 

they added a phrase to the response to blessings in 

the Temple, to fortify belief in a World to Come, an 

idea the Saducees apparently denied. Second, they 

told people to greet each other using Gd’s Name. For 

precedent, they pointed to Boaz in Rut 2;4 (and 

Shavuot is 17 days away!), who greeted his workers 
Hashem imakhem, Gd be with you, the workers then 

responding yevarekhekha Hashem, Gd should bless 

you. 

Lest we think Boaz got it wrong, the Mishnah also 

notes the angel’s greeting to Gidon, Shofetim 6;12, 

Hashem imekha, Gd is with you. Although Berakhot 

63a thinks making it a common and casual practice 

breaches the preferable awe and reverence for Gd’s 
Name, the rise of the Saducceans created an et 

la’asot, a time where the religious needs of the 

moment shift us from our usual priorities. 

R. Reichman’s notes of R. Soloveitchik, zt”l’s 

shiurim on Berakhot say he thought they were 

reacting to the Saducees’ denial of hashgaha peratit, 

providence. The Sages thought the proper reaction to 

denying Gd’s involvement was for Jews of faith to 
regularly articulate their sense of Gd’s Presence in 

the world. 

https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/will-the-coronavirus-pandemic-really-change-the-way-we-think
https://www.torahmusings.com/2020/03/unknown-unknowns-and-the-coronavirus/
https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/unknown-unknowns-and-tisha-bav-5774/
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In the introduction to his book on the Thirteen 

Attributes of Mercy (in Hebrew and English), my 

teacher R. Ezra Bick offers a reason for this reaction. 

He came to the issue from a different direction than 

his teacher, the Rav, was trying to explain Gd’s 
guarantee of a positive response whenever the Jews 

as a community recited the Thirteen Attributes. 

He suggests the way we speak impacts the world 

more than we realize. The speech itself, he says, in 

fact enhances Gd’s Presence in the world. Just by 

saying Gd is rahum, hanun, etc., we make those 

aspects of Gd more manifest in the world. Were the 

Rav to have agreed, it would mean the proper 
response to a Saduceean denial of Gd’s Presence was 

to bring Gd more in the world, by speaking of Gd 

more often (like building settlements in response to 

terror attacks aimed at removing Jews from places in 

Israel). 

If that seems too metaphysical, recall that Rambam, 

the paragon of a rationalist Judaism, called for 
recognizing times of trouble as a call from Gd to 

change and improve. The denial of providence by the 

Saducees made attention to that area of faith a good 

candidate for change and improvement, by giving 

more voice to our faith than usual. 

I suggest the same can be true now. A good friend 

brought to my attention an article on Tablet, where 

Prof. Shaul Magid sees a contrast between hareidim, 
more “right-wing” or “traditionalist” Jews, and the 

Centrist or Modern Orthodox in their sense of faith. 

Many of the Modern or Centrist, he said, don’t 

actually believe the simple and plain claims of the 

religion, and their Gd-empty reactions to the 

coronavirus laid this bare. 

I hope he is wrong. One way to prove him wrong is 

to resuscitate our Gd talk, to bring Gd more vocally 
into our lives. All of us, not just rabbis or the more 

punctilious among us. 

Before I give examples, I pause to note the 

complexity of the topic of divine providence, the 

many acceptable versions of Orthodox belief in Gd’s 

providence. Some believe Gd is involved in just 

about every occurrence on earth, others think Gd 
largely has set up the earth to work according to rules 

embedded in it from Creation. 

All along the continuum, as far as I know, the views 

agree there is meaningful hashgaha, Gd’s 

involvement and oversight, however expressed, 

however explained philosophically. (Much of that 

depends on how one reads Rambam, understanding 

Mishneh Torah fully and how it fits with what he 

says in the Guide.) I am not trying to push a 

particular perspective, only of the value of speaking 

and sharing your perspective, whatever it is, a 

perspective I think must include some connection 

between our actions and the way the world works. 

I think, for example, the most rationalist versions of 

Rambam still have to say Gd created a world that 

responds to people’s sins and good deeds. Rambam 

did object to any idea of change in Gd, making it 

impossible to say Gd would “react” to our sins and 

good deeds. For those adamant about avoiding any 

talk of Gd reacting, the second paragraph of Shema 

would inform us nature itself rewards or punishes 
observance, rain and bounty should we do well, or—

should we turn to other powers– drought and exile 

(I’ve long wondered why we see that as more 

rationalist, but no need to press the point.) 

More power to them, let them say that, as long as 

they start saying it. Here’s a late-breaking example 

I’m substituting for my original examples. Last 
Friday, I heard Governor Cuomo speak about New 

York State’s having finally gotten ahead of the 

coronavirus, that we’re now finally in control, our 

destiny in our own hands. 

I think Governor Cuomo has handled this crisis as a 

dedicated public servant, whose uppermost concern 

has been the health and safety of New Yorkers. In a 

later part of the press conference, he did throw in a 
“thank Gd.” But when I heard him say those first 

words, I winced. I thought, “how much better would 

it have been had he said, ‘Gd has helped us reduce 

the rate of the illnesses, and with Gd’s help, our 

future looks a lot clearer than it did. If Gd grants, we 

seem to be closer to putting ourselves back to our 

former day to day lives.” 

I know, I know. As governor of a pluralistic state in a 
pluralistic society, he can’t speak like that, even were 

he to believe it. But we can. And every time we hear 

people who do not speak that way, we can note it, 

internally and to our friends and loved ones. 

From another angle taking us to the same conclusion: 

Rashi to Bereshit notes Ya’akov and Yosef stood out 

for the extent to which they invoked Gd’s Name. In 
Yosef’s case, Bereshit 39;3, Potiphar, an Egyptian 

idolater, was the one who noticed it. Potiphar saw 

Hashem imo, Gd was with him, because (Rashi says) 

shem shamayim, the Name of Heaven, was shagur 

be-fiv, common in his mouth. 

It’s just words, you might think, where I believe the 

examples show us our words bring Gd more into our 

lives, psychologically—we are what we discuss, what 

https://books.google.com/books/about/%D7%99_%D7%92_%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%93%D7%95%D7%AA_%D7%A9%D7%9C_%D7%A8%D7%97%D7%9E%D7%99%D7%9D.html?id=ZMkuAQAAIAAJ
https://www.amazon.com/His-Mercy-Understanding-Thirteen-Midot/dp/1613290020
https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/belief/articles/covid-haredi-magical-thinking
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we make the fabric of our days—or metaphysically. 

Our pluralistic society has taken us out of the habit, 

and/or made it seem too similar to religious 

fundamentalists who push their views on others. 

I say, if we allow ourselves to be lulled into leaving 

Gd out of our lives, we’ll be leaving Gd out of our 

lives. Desperate times call for desperate measures. In 

a world where most around us see only the “natural” 

side– the patterns of regularity Gd inserted to invite 

us to partner in le-ovdah u-le-shomrah, in working 

and guarding the world– we need to be more careful 

to express our sense of the other side, there is also a 

Gd, a Creator Whose impact is felt. The more we say 
it, the more we ourselves will know it; the less we do, 

the less we will. 

In Al HaTeshuvah (On Repentance in English), the 

Rav explains the necessity of vidui, articulating our 

sins, in similar terms. There, we might be tempted to 

deny sin or its seriousness. Here, we can push Gd to 

the side. The answer in each case is to say it, out 
loud, often. 

Hashlekh al Hashem yehavekha, ve-Hu ye-

khalkelekha, cast your burden on the Lord, and He 

will sustain you. As I leave the coronavirus to turn to 

issues of building shuls—with the hope and prayer 

Hashem will soon return us to our communal lives, 

and  we will have the wisdom to recreate them in 

their best versions– I hope we will heed Tehillim 
55;23’s advice, and make sure to articulate our 

reliance on Gd to bring success to our efforts and 

release us from this soon, and effectively, so we not 

have further rounds of it. 

Because in speaking of Gd, I hope, pray, and believe 

Gd has taught us, lies one fairly simple road to a 

much better world. 

TORAH READING AND SOCIAL 

DISTANCING 

May 11, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

As ”stay at home” restrictions begin to loosen in 

certain places, and within weeks will probably begin 

to loosen in the New York area also, we need to 

reimagine what shul will look like in the interim 

stages before we fully return to normal. The OU, 

Agudath Israel of America and several poskim have 

published on the subject, each in their own way. I 

would like to explore possible alternatives in reading 
the Torah during a time when we must still wear 

masks and people living in different homes must stay 

more than six feet apart (some recommend eight or 

ten feet). 

I. How Many People? 

In normal times, we need multiple people to stand at 

the Torah reading. The Talmud Yerushalmi 

(Megillah 4:1) says that it is forbidden to have one 

person alone read the Torah for the community. Since 

the Torah was given at Mount Sinai through an 

intermediary (Moshe; Deut. 5:5), it should also be 
read in public with an intermediary. In Talmudic 

times, there was an Aramaic translator who served as 

intermediary between the reader and the 

congregation. If the reader translates himself, or if 

there is no translator like the current common 

custom, then a gabbai must stand with the reader. 

Masekhes Soferim (14:14) is at once stricter and more 

lenient than the Yerushalmi. It says that it is improper 
for the reader to stand alone. Rather he should be 

accompanied by two people, so together they are 

three like the Patriarchs. According to this, we need 

three people at the Torah but it is only preferable, not 

fully required. Rav Mordechai Yaffe (Levush, Orach 

Chaim 141:4) bridges these two approaches by 

suggesting that the three who stand with the Torah 

represent God, Moshe (the intermediary) and the 

Jews at Mount Sinai. 

The Mishnah Berurah (141:16) says that the 

requirement for three people at the Torah is an 

ancient custom. However, common practice today is 

to include a fourth to help the reader and/correct him. 

At a time of social distancing, the requirement for 

four people at the Torah seems quite challenging 
because they must remain at a distance of many feet 

(in addition to wearing masks). If the Torah reader 

has three male adults living with him, they can all 

stand together. Otherwise, since this seems like a 

custom and not a law integral to the Torah reading, it 

must be set aside in order to read the Torah safely. 

II. Reading and Blessing 

In normal times, three people are called to the Torah 

on Monday, Thursday and Shabbos afternoon, and 

seven people are called to the Torah on Shabbos 

morning. Whoever is called to the Torah stand nexts 

to the reader and reads quietly from the Torah scroll. 

How can this be done while maintaining social 

distancing? 

Rav Moshe Sternbuch, in a responsum on Porch 

Minyanim dated 8 Nissan 5780 (section 4), argues 

that someone called to the Torah does not have to 

https://www.amazon.com/Repentance-Thought-Discourses-Joseph-Soloveitchik/dp/0765761408
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_72dc2b4440a74e7ea4d7c631a35ebd74.pdf
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_72dc2b4440a74e7ea4d7c631a35ebd74.pdf
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read from the scroll. Because the common practice is 

to call someone blind to the Torah, clearly the person 

called does not need to read from the scroll. 

Therefore, argues Rav Sternbuch, the person called to 

the Torah can recite the blessing from a significant 
distance, even from another porch. According to Rav 

Sternbuch, normal decisions of whom to call to the 

Torah can be followed without the person called 

going near the Torah. 

Rav Asher Weiss (Minchas Asher, Corona, 2nd 

edition, no. 26) disagrees with Rav Sternbuch. He 

distinguishes between being called to the Torah and 

reading from it. If you are called to the Torah, you 
must go to it even if you will not read from it at all. 

Therefore, we cannot call someone to the Torah who 

will remain at a distance. 

According to Rav Weiss and those who agree with 

him, how do we read the Torah during a time of 

social distancing? Rav Weiss suggests that the Torah 

reader receive each aliyah and recite the blessings 
before and after each reading. Shulchan Arukh 

(Orach Chaim 143:5) says that, in earlier times when 

the person called to the Torah had to serve as the 

reader, if only one person in the synagogue knew 

how to read then he would receive every aliyah. 

Similarly, in our unusual circumstance of social 

distancing, the Torah reader should receive each 

aliyah. The Agudah guidance also suggests this 

practice in Phase 1. 

Rav Yitzchak Yosef, in a responsum dated 28 Nissan 

5780, suggests that seven men each prepare to read 

their aliyah from the Torah. This removes the 

necessity for a reader, so each person called to the 

Torah can be there alone. If that is too hard, then six 

people should prepare three verses and be called to 

the Torah to read those verses. Then the seventh 

person reads the remainder until the end of that 

week’s Torah portion. The Agudah guidance also 

suggests that, in Phase 2, each person called to the 

Torah read his own portion. It adds that each person 
should hold the Torah with a physical barrier (e.g. a 

tallis) or the Torah should be sanitized in between 

each aliyah. 

Rav Yosef says that if that is too hard also, then the 

congregation should remove two Torah scrolls, one 

for the reader and one for each person called to the 

Torah. In this way, the reader can read from a scroll 
and the person called to the Torah can also read from 

a scroll, switching off with the next person, so at all 

times only one person is with a Torah scroll. If even 

this is not possible, then the reader should receive 

each aliyah. 

III. Carrying and Kissing the Torah 

The OU guidance and Agudah guidance raise another 

issue — too many people touching the Torah scroll. I 

believe they are concerned with the transfer of germs 

through handling of a Torah scroll by different 

people. One suggestion is for the Torah reader to 

perform every function from beginning to end. He 

opens the ark, removes the Torah scroll, takes it 

straight to the table, receives every aliyah, covers the 

scroll (gelilah) while it is on the table, lifts the scroll 

and return it to the ark — without anyone else 

approaching the scrolls nor attempting to kiss it. This 

is one suggestion in the OU guidance. The Agudah 
guidance adds that another individual help the Torah 

reader with gelilah. 

I did not see mention of the Torah being handled by 

members of a subsequent prayer service. Presumably 

the Torah scroll should be sanitized before its next 

use and/or the Torah reader should wear gloves. 

The Torah is a tree of life. We must make sure that 

reading it transmits only good things by taking proper 

precautions, guided by halakhic and medical 

authorities. 

WHO BENTCHES GOMEL ON 

CORONAVIRUS? 

May 4, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

We bentch Gomel (recite the “Gomel” blessing) on 
being saved from a dangerous situation. How does 

that apply to Coronavirus? Arguably, everyone in the 

world is in a potentially life-threatening situation, 

those in the New York region and above the age of 

65 even moreso. Additionally, we are now in some 

form of quarantine. When we return to work and 

school, should we bentch Gomel on surviving this 

pandemic similar to someone who survives a disease 

or similar to someone released from jail? I defer to 

those greater than I and encourage you to ask your 

rabbi when this becomes to you. But I think only 
some of us should bentch Gomel on Coronavirus. 

I. Four Salvations 

The Gemara (Berakhos 54b) says that four people 

need to bentch Gomel: someone who travels by sea, 
journeys in the desert, becomes healed from illness, 

or is released from prison. These four categories are 

derived from Psalm 107: 

https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_93565e70a1fa495d8875452a579d1d06.pdf
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_93565e70a1fa495d8875452a579d1d06.pdf
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_6657f207a1194e788f2d257c2d3bb610.pdf
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_6657f207a1194e788f2d257c2d3bb610.pdf
https://rabbinicalalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/OU-Guidance-To-Shuls-And-Communities-5-8-2020_E.pdf
https://rabbinicalalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Agudah-Safely-Reopening-our-Kehillos.pdf
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1. travel by sea: “they that go down to the sea in 

ships” (v. 23) 

2. journey in the desert: “they wandered in the 

wilderness in a desert way” (v. 4) 

3. healed from illness: “He sent His word, and 

healed them, and delivered them from their 

graves” (v. 20) 

4. released from prison: “such as sat in darkness and 

in the shadow of death, being bound in affliction 

and iron” (v. 10) 

Tosafos (Berakhos 54b sv. Arba’ah) point out that 

the Gemara’s list follows a different order than the 

Psalm’s verses. Why does the Gemara skip back and 

forth? Tosafos answer that the Bible lists the cases in 

decreasing order of danger: first those traveling in the 

desert, then those sitting in prison, then those 

suffering illness, and finally those traveling by sea. In 
contrast, the Gemara lists the cases in order of 

frequency, those more common appearing earlier in 

the list. However, Talmidei Rabbenu Yonah (quoted 

in Ma’adanei Yom Tov, Berakhos 9:30) quote a 

responsum of Rav Hai Ga’on in which he explains it 

the opposite way. According to Rav Hai Ga’on, the 

Gemara lists the cases in the order of danger while 

the Bible lists them in order of frequency. It seems 

that according to Tosafos, both the imprisonment and 

illness on which this blessing is recited must be life 

threatening. According to Rav Hai Ga’on, this need 
not be true because they are less severe than traveling 

by sea and journeying through the dsert. 

II. Severities 

Two general approaches emerge in the commentaries 
regarding this blessing. Ashkenazic authorities tend 

to see this blessing as reserved for those who emerge 

from life-threatening situations. For example, the 

Rosh (Berakhos 9:3) says that the custom in 

Germany and France is to refrain from reciting this 

blessing when traveling from city to city because 

there is no danger to life. He also quotes the Ri 

Migash, who rules that only someone who recovers 

from a serious illness should recite this blessing. The 

Ra’avad (quoted in Birkei Yosef, Shiyurei Berakhah, 

Orach Chaim 219:1) rules that the blessing only 
applies to a life-threatening illness. 

However, the Rosh notes, the Arukh implies that even 

someone whose headache goes away should recite 

this blessing. According to the Arukh, the blessing is 

about being healed, not necessarily about being saved 

from death. Similarly, in a responsum, the Ri Migash 

(no. 90) rules that someone who is released from 

debtors’ prison—i.e., who faced no threat to life—
should recite the blessing. According to the Ri 

Migash, the blessing on release from prison is about 

regaining freedom, not salvation from death. 

Shulchan Arukh (Orach Chaim 219:8) rules that you 

recite this blessing after recovering from any serious 

illness, even if it was not life threatening. As long as 

you were forced to lie down due to the illness, you 

recite the blessing on recovery. However, the Rema 

(ad loc.) says that the Ashkenazic practice is to only 

recite the blessing after a life threatening illness. 

However, Magen Avraham (ad loc., no. 8) says that 

some Ashkenazim follow the Shulchan Arukh on this 

and Taz (ad loc., no. 5) says that someone who is 

bedridden for three days should bentch Gomel. 
Mishnah Berurah (ad loc., no 28) seems to be more 

lenient and allows Ashkenazim to bentch Gomel if 

they recover from a potentially deadly illness for 

which one would violate Shabbos. 

Magen Avraham (ad loc., 1) writes that you only 

bentch Gomel after exiting a life threatening 

imprisonment. In contrast, the great Sephardic 
authority Birkei Yosef (ibid.) argues that release from 

any prison sentence merits recitation of the blessing, 

like the Ri Migash mentioned above. 

III. Coronavirus 

Based on all the above, it would seem that 

Sephardim—who generally follow Shulchan Arukh 

and Birkei Yosef—would bentch Gomel on recovery 

from any illness that left one bedridden for a single 

day and on release from any confinement. 

Ashkenazim—who generally follow Magen Avraham 

and Mishnah Berurah—would only recite the 

blessing on recovery from a potentially deathly 

illness and release from a physically dangerous 

imprisonment. 

On the one hand, Coronavirus can be deadly. 

However, most people suffer only mild symptoms. It 

seems that both Sephardim and Ashkenazim would 

only bentch Gomel on recovery from a case of 

Coronavirus serious enough to render someone 

bedridden. In such a case, the symptom would place 

the person in potential danger and permit Shabbos 

violation, as well. 

In terms of imprisonment, the “shelter at home” rules 

in general do not constitute imprisonment because we 

are allowed to leave our homes. Those who exhibit 

symptoms or who otherwise require quarantine might 

be considered more confined. Ashkenazim still would 

not bentch Gomel on the end of quarantine because 

the imprisonment was not itself life threatening, 

unless the illness itself requires the blessing. I suspect 

that Sephardim also would not bentch Gomel on the 
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confinement unless there were guards enforcing the 

quarantine. There are many ways to express gratitude 

to God, even when we cannot bentch Gomel. 

I write all this tentatively and defer to halakhic 

authorities greater than I. 

KRI’AT HATORAH IN THE SHADOW OF 

CORONA 

April 29, 2020 

by R. Daniel Mann 

Question: When minyanim are taking place with the 

permission of health authorities under social 

distancing rules, what should be done to separate 
“functionaries”? 

Answer: [This is being written as small outdoor 

minyanim just became re-permitted in Israel, and 

little has been written on the topic. Health rules may 

change by the time the column is read, and/or a 

rabbinic consensus may have been reached. 

Therefore, we intend to educate regarding the 

halachic issues, not to try to give instructions, which 
local rabbis should do based on the best information 

at the time.] 

Our general rule is that practices that are based on 

minhag, or even accepted halachot designed to 

embellish tefilla, while normally desired, should be 

dropped to be as “machmir” as possible regarding 

safety.  

Since we want to avoid passing a sefer Torah or 

having more people than necessary touch it, the ba’al 

korei should multi-task. He can take the sefer Torah 

from the aron kodesh, bring it to the bima, and return 

it (Gadlu, Yehalelu etc. can be said by the chazan 

even when he is not holding the sefer Torah, as is 

done when the chazan cannot carry it). Ashkenazim, 

who use two interacting people for hagba and gelila, 
should use the Sephardi/Hassidic system of returning 

the sefer Torah to the bima after hagba, and have the 

ba’al korei both lift and dress it. 

We usually have two (for Sephardim) or three people 

at the bima (see nice ideas behind it in Shulchan 

Aruch, Orach Chayim 141:4 and Mishna Berura 

141:16). However, the basic halachot of kri’at 

haTorah do not depend on them. 

The Shulchan Aruch (OC 139:11), based on 

venerable sources, instructs the oleh to hold the sefer 

Torah or handles (see Mishna Berura 139:35) with 

both hands during the berachot. Poskim add to hold 

one throughout the laining (see ibid.). However, this 

too is not a fundamental requirement.  

The main problem is the oleh’s position during the 

laining. The Shulchan Aruch (OC 139:3) rules that a 

blind person may not get an aliya because an oleh 

must read from the sefer Torah. If the oleh just 

listens, his berachot are l’vatala (Shulchan Aruch, 
OC 141:2), and reciting without reading it from the 

sefer does not count. Therefore, getting an aliya from 

a distance is a serious halachic problem. Technically, 

people with good vision, using a large sefer Torah, 

can read from close to two meters, and with masks 

and the oleh facing the ba’al korei’s back, this seems 

“relatively safe.” It is even safer if, after seeing the 

place in the sefer Torah (Shulchan Aruch, OC 139:4) 

and checking the furthest possible distance, he takes 

another step back for during the beracha. (Droplet 

spreading increases when speaking out loud, and 

during the beracha one anyway does not look in the 
Torah). Rav Asher Weiss (Corona Teshuvot 23) 

recommended (before shul closures) an enhancement 

– make six very short aliyot and give the ba’al korei 

a very long one. If health experts agree to this, this is 

optimal.  

What if they do not agree and/or your shul lacks 

“eagle-eyes”? This leaves two possibilities. One is to 
have the oleh remain at a “mehadrin” distance 

without being able to read. (This is better (see Rav 

Asher Weiss, ibid. 19) than what many do in mirpeset 

minyanim in which olim read without seeing from a 

different domain.) This is based on the Rama (OC 

139:3, arguing, based on the Maharil, on the 

aforementioned Shulchan Aruch), who allows a blind 

person to get an aliya. They posit that since the ba’al 

korei reads aloud, it is enough (and perhaps better – 

see Beit Yosef, OC 141, discussing the Zohar) for the 

oleh to listen without reading along. Rav Ovadia 

Yosef contemplated Sephardim relying on the 
Maharil when needed (Yalkut Yosef, OC 139:4).  

The other possibility is to give the ba’al korei all the 

aliyot. The Shulchan Aruch (OC 143:5) allows this 

when no one else is capable of doing an aliya 

properly. The Mishna Berura 143:33 says that 

Ashkenazim (Rav Shalom Cohen reportedly agreed 

for Sephardim) should prefer calling seven olim who 
stand two meters away (see Rav Asher Weiss ibid. 

19, 21). 

WHAT TZENIUT REALLY MEANS 

April 28, 2020 

by R. Gidon Rothstein 

Hatzne’a Lekhet: Rethinking Weddings and 

Funerals in the Light of Coronavirus 

Makkot 23b has a statement we all know, R. Samlai 

says there are six hundred and thirteen mitzvot in the 
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Torah, two hundred and forty-eight obligations, three 

hundred and sixty-five prohibitions, and R. Hamnuna 

offers the verse of Torah tzivah lanu Moshe to 

support the idea. 

I find the next folio, 24a, more remarkable, because 

the Gemara reads verses in Tanakh as if various 

prophets offered condensed versions of Judaism, 

much more concise ways to serve Gd in a meaningful 

way (David offers eleven principles to qualify for a 

meaningful engagement with Hashem, Yeshayahu 

six, and so on). The one I note here has a special 

place in my heart because we placed the phrase in 

question on the headstone for my father, a”h. 

The Gemara says Mikhah 6;8 reduced the mitzvot to 

three guiding principles, asot mishpat, ahavat hessed, 

ve-hatznea lekhet im Elokekha, performing justice, 

doing kindness, and walk humbly with your Gd. The 

Gemara defines walking “humbly” as “funerals and 

weddings,” adding if ceremonies usually done with 

great fanfare are to be done with humility (or, more 
accurately, modesty and discretion), other activities 

all the more. Sukkah 49b has the same idea as a 

standalone, independent of the context of whittling 

away the numbers of mitzvot, in the name of R. 

Eliezer. 

What element of funerals and weddings did the 

Gemara want us to conduct with tzeni’ut? The 

question matters more now than usual, because our 
current et tzarah has upended our conduct in these 

two areas in particular. When Gd releases us from 

our situation—as some indications suggest we are 

beginning to be released, and we pray for it to 

continue without setbacks– as we put our world back 

together, we have an opportunity to recreate these 

ceremonies anew, in the best way possible. 

She’iltot R. Ahai Gaon (quoted by Rashi as a second 
option in his commentary to Sukkah) understood the 

Gemara to refer to someone who gave money for a 

funeral or wedding, who should not make a public 

spectacle of his/her good deed. Aharonim adopted R. 

Ahai’s view; for example, Noda Bi-Yehuda referred 

to the idea in two derashot in Ahavat Tziyyon, 

delivered at an annual gathering in honor of the local 

hevra Kadisha, burial society. Maharsha, Maharal, 

Arukh La-Ner, Metiv Shir (Netziv’s commentary on 

Shir Ha-Shirim), and, she-yibbadel le-hayyim tovim 

ve-arukhim, the current Sephardic Chief Rabbi of 
Israel, R. Yitzhak Yosef, are a few more 

commentators who also adopt this view. 

Although I prefer Rashi’s first interpretation, as we 

will discuss below, this one also points to ways we 

might improve going forward. I do not know of many 

people who make a public spectacle of their financial 

support of specific weddings and funerals, but we 

might think about the publicity we tend to bring to 

our charitable giving more generally. 

I remember as a boy being disappointed when my 

father a”h would not have the gabbaim announce his 

contribution to the shul’s public appeals. It would 

have been exciting to have heard my parents’ names 

followed by a number (however relatively small it 

would have been). I asked him about it, and he said, 

we do not give tzedakah in a public way. 

Of course, fundraisers will tell you the flaw in his 

perspective, a sad truth of the current and 

longstanding state of the human condition. People 

support good causes more when they receive public 

recognition, or when family or friends are being 

recognized. Shuls called out names during appeals, 

institutions have dinners, and charities have ice 

bucket or whatever challenges, because they raise 

more money. 

Those who wish to understand the Gemara as did R. 

Ahai—a reading that asks for less radical change than 

Rashi’s—would give their tzedakah equally or more 

generously without the public trappings, without the 

appeals, the dinners, the publicity flyers with pictures 

of donors and organizers, the sweepstakes or silent 

auctions. We would support funerals, weddings, and 

all the other needs, with the tzni’ut R. Ahai Gaon 
heard Mikhah calling upon us to achieve. (I have 

sometimes wondered whether the walls of the third 

Bet HaMikdash will be lined with donation plaques 

at the various levels of donation). 

Rashi’s own interpretation turns a spotlight on more 

of our conduct. He says the Gemara means to eat a 

proper amount, to rejoice a proper amount, and not to 

act with excessive levity. Along the same lines, Meiri 
thinks the Gemara is telling us to conduct ourselves 

very privately in all ways, funerals and weddings the 

prime example only because it seems so 

counterintuitive. Despite our sense of more being 

better, especially in honoring the deceased, Meiri 

thinks we should eulogize be-middah na’eh, make a 

festive meal be-middah beinonit, all of these 

occasions engaged moderately. 

Moderation is in the eye of the beholder, and yet I 

remember attending a wedding twenty years ago that 

likely cost three quarters of a million dollars, back 

when three quarters of a million dollars was real 

money. Especially now, as we begin to sense the 

financial displacement the current et tzarah will 

cause, do we really have that kind of money to blow 

on such fanfare?  Just this morning, I saw a report of 

https://www.jpost.com/diaspora/diaspora-jews-pay-650k-for-private-jets-to-bury-relatives-in-israel-626029
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Jews spending hundreds of thousands of dollars to be 

able to get their deceased relatives to Israel for burial 

during this plague. 

A friend recently pointed out a new initiative to 

reduce the size of vorts and weddings, with no more 

than 250 invited guests. Similarly, this past week, 

Gershon Distenfeld published an article in the Jewish 

Link along the same lines. 

It is a topic long close to my heart– so I worry I am 
imposing a pre-existing agenda, although it seems to 

me to clearly fit our circumstances– because I am 

repeatedly astounded by the amounts of money and 

time people spend on a five hour event. They could 

spend less, and celebrate more personally with family 

and friends, for example, with a 200 person wedding, 

and six nights of sheva berakhot with fifty new 

people (panim hadashot in the original sense) at each. 

It’s easily possible to spend half what people do on 

weddings and give that other half to charity, to 

investing in important medical startups, to Jewish 
education, to, to, to. 

Of course, a moderation of extravagance would 

disrupt the lives of those who built their business 

models on extravagance, caterers, party planners, 

photographers, musicians, Pesah programs, and more. 

We would need to be sensitive to that, seek ways to 

cushion the transition to a new and better world. 

But the change would ultimately be good for all of 

us, if we fell in line with Rashi and Meiri’s reading of 

the Gemara, if we only thought to ourselves that we 

wanted our weddings and funerals—and our lives– to 

be events of moderation and tzniut, and planned from 

there. 

Meiri brought R. Ahai’s view into his own as well, 

because he thinks the events ordinarily done privately 

(in the Gemara’s comment reasoning from the 

ordinarily public weddings to the usually private) 

were tzedakah, charity, and words of Torah. 

Ran gave an example in one of his Derashot, 

apparently delivered at a wedding. He noted the 
derasha, the long Torah talk that was part of the 

festivities (in their days; our weddings don’t have 

slots for lengthy talks on a Torah topic), should have 

been given in private, in line with this Gemara, as a 

fulfillment of hatzne’a lekhet. 

 
2 I am assuming the timing of this incident and naming of 

the rabbi in Cologne following Aptowitzer’s suggested 
emendation in Mevo Ha-Ra’avya, p. 315. 

When, Gd willing, we begin to rebuild our crashed 

world, when HKBH releases us gradually or quickly 

to fuller social lives, we have the opportunity to do it 

better. As two of our most clearly targeted social 

settings were singled out by the Gemara to be treated 
very differently than we have in the past, it seems to 

me a place to start with a full-fledged rethinking, to 

be sure we reconstitute them more in line with how 

we should imagine our Creator wants them. 

As we mourn those we revered and/or loved, as we 

dance joyously with those starting a new life 

together, as we live our lives hoping to offer service 

pleasing in the eyes of the Master of the Universe, I 
hope we can succeed more at doing so with the 

Divinely appreciated quality of tzniut, a quality 

important enough to Mikhah to group with justice 

and kindness, and to walk discreetly and modestly 

with our Gd. 

MISSED TORAH READINGS 

April 27, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

Most of us have missed the weekly Torah readings 

since March 21 (Vayakhel-Pekudei), some even from 

March 7 (Tetzaveh). When the time comes to return 
safely to shul, do we have to make up for the missed 

readings? If so, the congregation reads the (so far) 7 

missed readings in addition to the new reading for the 

week. This count increases each week we continue 

staying at home. Staying home to save lives is more 

important than reading the Torah but when we safely 

return to shul, do we have to read so much in one 

sitting? I expect it will take well over an hour just to 

catch up, which will make for a very uncomfortable 

experience on our first return to shul. Is this 

necessary? 

I. Rishonim 

This isn’t the first time in history such a question has 

arisen. Rav Yitzchak of Vienna (13th cen.; Or 

Zaru’a, Hilkhos Shabbos 45) refers to an incident that 
apparently occurred in Cologne in the 12th century. 

Prayer and Torah reading were impossible on the 

Shabbos for which was scheduled the portion of 

Emor. Rav Eliezer Ben Shimshon ruled that the next 

Shabbos they should catch up by reading Emor for 

the missed week in addition to the regularly 

scheduled reading of Behar.2 Rav Alexander Zuslein 

https://simchainitiative.org/
https://www.jewishlinknj.com/features/37493-a-viral-opportunity
https://www.jewishlinknj.com/features/37493-a-viral-opportunity
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(14th cen., Germany; Agudah, Megillah 30) 

summarizes as follows: “In Or Zaru’a: If they 

stopped the constant cycle and did not read the 

weekly reading, they read the reading next week two 

readings.” 

Rav Moshe (Maharam) Mintz (15th cen., Germany; 

Responsa, no. 85) addresses a community that failed 

to finish reading the double-portion of Vayakhel-

Pekudei. Should they read these two portions the next 

week, along with the first reading in the book of 

Vayikra? Maharam Mintz says that we have no 

precedent for reading three portions in one week, 

particularly from two different books. He notes the 
phrasing of Agudah‘s summary of Or Zaru’a that 

they read “next week two readings,” emphasizing 

specifically two but not more. Reading three portions 

is too much of a tircha de-tzibura, a bother to the 

community. Therefore, in addition to other 

considerations for that specific incident, he concludes 

that they should start with Vayikra and not read 

Vayakhel-Pekudei. 

II. Acharonim Who Say to Skip 

Rav Avraham Gombiner (17th cen., Poland; Magen 

Avraham 135:4) and Rav Chaim Benbeniste (17th 

cen., Turkey; Knesses Ha-Gedolah, Hagahos Tur 

282) quote Maharam Mintz approvingly. 

Independently, Rav Ya’akov Reischer (18th cen., 

France; Shevus Ya’akov 3:6) reaches the same 
conclusion. 

However, Rav Eliyah Spira (18th cen. Austria; Eliyah 

Rabbah 135:2), who was Rav Gombiner’s student 

and Rav Reischer’s brother-in-law, disagrees. He 

quotes the anonymous glosses to Sefer Ha-Minhagim 

(Tyrnau) that disagrees with Maharam Mintz without 

explanation. Rav Spira explains that there was an 

ancient enactment to read the entire Torah. We have 
no indication that this applies only to the weekly 

portion, and if we cannot read it that week, then we 

may skip that portion. 

III. Arguments to Catch Up 

Rav Yosef David of Salonica (18th cen.; Beis David, 

Orach Chaim no. 106) argues with Maharam Mintz’s 

inference from the Agudah‘s summary of the Or 

Zaru’a. The fact that you have to read a skipped 

portion the next week shows that it is an obligation. If 

it is an obligation, then even if you skipped two or 

three, you still have that obligation. Additionally, if 

we skip a single verse in the reading we have to read 

what was missed. Why should a large number of 

verses — an entire reading — be less of an obligation 

than a single verse? 

Rav Chaim Yosef David Azulai (Chida, 18th cen., 

Israel) disagrees with Maharam Mintz in multiple 

places. In Le-David Emes (9:2), he quotes the Beis 

David briefly as a conclusive ruling. After being 

challenged for that reading, Chida returns to the issue 
in a responsum (Chaim Sha’al 2:16). He finds the 

Beis David‘a arguments convincing. Chida adds that 

you should not read any of the missed readings at a 

Shabbos mincha afternoon service because we do not 

find any earlier source mention the option and the 

Zohar (Vayakhel) explicitly says not to read a full 

portion at mincha. In his Tuv Ayin 3:1, Chida quotes 

Rav Yechezkel Landau (18th cen., Austria), in his at-

the-time recently published Dagul Me-Revavah 

(Orach Chaim 135), as recommending to a 

community that did not read the Torah on Shabbos 

morning to read it that afternoon at mincha, if 
possible. Chida stands his ground and disagrees with 

Rav Landau. In his Yosef Ometz (12:7), Chida 

responds to criticism and reiterates his rulings to 

complete all missed Torah readings and only in the 

morning. 

Rav Moshe (Maharam) Schick (19th cen., Hungary; 

Responsa, Orach Chaim 335) quotes his mentor, Rav 
Moshe Sofer, as saying that his saintly teacher, Rav 

Nosson Adler, once implemented this in his private 

minyan. After missing the Torah reading for a 

number of weeks, he read many portions on one 

Shabbos to catch up. In a recent responsum, Chief 

Sephardic Rabbi of Israel, Rav Yitzchak Yosef, rules 

likewise that when people reconvene you pray 

together on Shabbos morning after missing weeks 

due to Coronavirus quarantine, they must read all the 

missed weeks. 

Rav Yosef hints to something highlighted by Kollel 

Eretz Hemdah, in a recent responsum on this subject. 

Maharam Mintz ruled based on an inference in the 

Agudah summary of the Or Zaru’a. But if you read 

the original Or Zaru’a, its language leaves no room 

for the inference of “two weeks” only but not three 

weeks of Torah reading. Therefore, Kollel Eretz 

Hemdah similarly concludes that we must read the 

missed readings. 

IV. Arguments to Skip 

However, Rav Ephraim Zalman Margoliyos (19th 

cen., Galicia; Sha’arei Ephraim 7:9) rules like 

Maharam Mintz that we do not read multiple missed 
Torah readings. This authoritative work is quoted by 

Rav Tzvi Hirsch Grodzinski (20th cen., America; 

Mikra’ei Kodesh 13:2) and in recent responsa by Rav 

Hershel Schachter and Rav Asher Weiss. While they 

leave room for some people acting strictly and 

https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=9770&st=&pgnum=277
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=49598&st=&pgnum=195
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=14597&st=&pgnum=80
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=14597&st=&pgnum=80
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=19545&st=&pgnum=11
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=7767&st=&pgnum=97
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=7767&st=&pgnum=97
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=8744&st=&pgnum=61
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=8744&st=&pgnum=61
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=7896&st=&pgnum=26
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=821&st=&pgnum=204&hilite=
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=7631&st=&pgnum=28
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_6657f207a1194e788f2d257c2d3bb610.pdf
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_05f654c73c854cc7a87215ab19954650.pdf
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=34320&st=&pgnum=181
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=2467&st=&pgnum=174
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_08523efabde1402ea4bed05cf2293988.pdf
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_08523efabde1402ea4bed05cf2293988.pdf
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_0753cfc7361f4e059d40e9c697b4de2b.pdf
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reading all the missed portions (like Rav Nosson 

Adler did), they allow the option to omit the missed 

readings. 

Given the compelling arguments that 1) Maharam 

Mintz was mistaken about the Or Zaru’a and 2) the 

original enactment requires reading the entire Torah 

(in a year or 3 years) and does not allocate specific 

portions to any given Shabbos, how could these 

authorities rule leniently on this? I think the answer is 

fairly straightforward and already given by Maharam 

Mintz. 

First, regardless of whether Or Zaru’a implies we 

should not read more than two portions on a Shabbos, 

Agudah makes that implication and Maharam Mintz 

highlights it. Those are two Rishonim who rule 

leniently on this subject.3 2) 

Additionally, and this is most important, the Gemara 
(Yoma 70a) says that the Kohen Gadol on Yom 

Kippur would read from a Torah scroll the relevant 

passage in Acharei Mos (Lev. 16) and then recite by 

heart the relevant passage in Pinchas (Num. 29). He 

would not roll the Torah scroll to the second passage 

because that would take too long, which is 

disrespectful to the congregation. Even though 

reciting a Torah passage by heart is forbidden at least 

a rabbinic prohibition (Gittin 60b), the bother to the 

community (tircha de-tzibura) overrides the 

prohibition. 

Similarly, these recent authorities believe — like 

Maharam Mintz — that the tircha de-tzibura of 

reading multiple missed portions overrides the 

enactment to read the Torah. We still continue, but in 

that year some (or most or even all) of the 

community do not read the entire Torah. 

DID THE STUDENTS OF R. AKIVA DIE IN A 

2ND CENTURY EPIDEMIC? 

April 22, 2020 

by R. Basil Herring 

They said “R. Akiva had twelve thousand pairs of 

disciples who were located all the way from Gevat 

(near Beersheva in the south of Judea) till Antiparis 

(at its northern end) and they all died at one time 

because they did not act respectfully toward each 

other. As a result, the world was desolate (Rashi: “of 

Torah”), until R. Akiva went to the scholars in the 

South and taught them the Torah. They were R. Meir, 

 
3 Although some may consider Maharam Mintz an Acharon 
because he lived in Germany after the Black Plague, 

R. Yehuda, R. Yosi, R. Shimon, and R. Elazar b. 

Shamua, and it was they who reestablished Torah 

knowledge at that time. Regarding the twelve 

thousand pairs, a Tanna stated that they all died 

between Pesach and Shavuot. R. Chama bar Abba 
said (others say it was R. Chiya bar Avin who said) 

they all died a terrible death. What was it? Said R. 

Nachman ‘it was askera.’” (Yevamot 62b) 

This well-known Gemara is often quoted in the 

context of our Sefira-period mourning customs, to 

explain why we are to refrain from celebrations such 

as weddings, musical entertainment, haircutting and 

similar restrictions. The historical memory of that 
catastrophe in one of the darkest moments of Jewish 

history has certainly sunk into the national 

consciousness of the Jewish people to a remarkable 

degree, one which homiletical and ethical teachers 

throughout the generations utilized to drive home 

important lessons about the life-saving importance of 

acting with proper respect and sensitivity toward each 

other. After all, if such vaunted individuals who 

studied Torah and were close to one of the greatest 

Torah-teachers of all time could have been so 

severely punished for what would appear to be 
behavior that is not normally halakhically subject to 

the death penalty, surely we who are so much less 

than they were, should all take their fate to heart. 

Without in any way diminishing the important moral 

lessons to be learnt from the catastrophic death of 

those twenty four thousand students, this Gemara 

deserves further analysis and understanding, 

particularly in light of the current world-wide 
Coronavirus pandemic, coinciding as it does with the 

very same time of the year of the contagion that 

occurred in the second century, i.e., between Pesach 

and Shavuot. 

The passage in the Gemara poses several difficulties. 

To start with, we can note the unusual description of 

these students. Why were they not referred to more 

simply as “twenty-four thousand disciples,” rather 
than the unusual “twelve thousand pairs?” And why 

did they all die “at one time”, i.e. over a period of a 

few weeks, rather than – as one might have expected 

– over the course of many months or even years, in 

staggered fashion? Furthermore, in the aftermath of 

their death why did R. Akiva go to “the scholars in 

the South” to revive the study of Torah, rather than 

more simply re-populate the existing study halls and 

organizational structures with new students, or bring 

the students in the south to study with him in the 

normative thinking considers him a Rishon because he 
lived a century before the publication of Shulchan Arukh. 
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Torah institutions in the center of the country? 

Finally, there are questions regarding the gruesome 

form that their death took: why did they have to die 

“a terrible death” (מיתה  רעה) – even if their behavior 

toward each other was not sufficiently respectful? 
And what exactly was the askera (אסכרה) affliction to 

which they succumbed? 

Now we should note that in his famous 10th Century 

Iggeret, Rav Sherira Gaon takes the view that the 

entire episode is to be understood as a punishment 

inflicted by the Romans in the aftermath of the failed 

Bar Koziba (or Bar Kochba) revolt, in which the 

Romans executed the students of R. Akiva, who had 
been the spiritual mentor and guide of the 

insurrection. But this approach, while appealing in 

some ways, does not conform to the Talmudic 

narrative of moral failing and ensuing disease unto 

death that the Gemara Yevamot records, nor does it 

answer most of the questions we have raised. 

In the light of the world-wide pandemic that we are 
currently experiencing I would venture to suggest, 

without in any way intending to undermine the 

account of their interpersonal failings, that these 

students in fact were felled at the hands of a powerful 

epidemic that swept through Judea in the second 

century. If this is correct, then many, if not all of the 

questions we have raised can be resolved. 

Specifically, because the paired students engaged in 

close-contact Torah learning they naturally infected 

each other. The spread would also have been 

accelerated when those students would gather in 

larger groups to participate in classes lead by their 
teachers or rebbeim in a lecture hall. As well, the 

accelerated time frame of their multiple deaths would 

not be a surprise if it occurred in the context of a 

highly infectious disease, which as we now sadly 

know all too well, can quickly take the life of many 

otherwise healthy individuals, especially in the 

absence of advanced medical knowledge such as we 

have today. Thus too, the description of their terrible 

suffering at the time of death could well correspond 

to the dire symptoms so common in many life-

threatening infectious diseases, such as we see in our 
own current experience. On this, see more below.   

It also makes sense that R. Akiva, recognizing the 

territorially defined spread of an epidemic occurring 

in a specific infected location, sought out an area “in 

the South” (likely in a less inhabited desert area south 

of Beersheva) that for one reason or another had not 

been exposed or subject to the epidemic and thus was 

likely to have been better protected from the disease.  

As to the form of their “terrible death”, in broad 

strokes what R. Nachman, and the rabbinic tradition 

more generally, understood by the term “askera” is 

reflected in the Gemara Shabbat 33b which quotes a 

number of Sages in Yavne (including some quoted in 
the above Gemara in Yevamot) who describe it as 

starting in the intestines and then spreading to 

inflame the esophagus to the point of closure (as 

alluded to in Psalms 63:12), and thus is to be 

considered a punishment for lashon hara (or gossip.) 

The Midrash Tanchuma (Miketz 10:2) considers 

askera to be the most painful of all causes of death, 

and based on this the Hafetz Hayyim (Shemirat 

Halashon 1: 8:6) concludes that lashon hara is “the 

most serious sin of all.”  

Centuries later, Rambam (Hil. Ta’aniyot 2:13) lists 

askera as an example of an infectious disease causing 

the death of a number of people in a single city, to be 

considered a communal affliction (tzarat tzibbur) that 

requires public fasting and sounding of the shofar. 

The Shulhan Arukh (OH 576:5) adopts the 

Rambam’s language verbatim. At the end of the 19th 

century the Mishnah Berurah similarly decrees a 

public fast day for askera which has spread to 
numerous individuals in a city, even if only one death 

has resulted. And in the early 20th Century the Arukh 

Hashulhan (OH 576:12) considered “the childhood 

disease known as diphtheria which is a form of 

askera that closes up the esophagus” to require a 

public fast day. In any case, if the askera from which 

R. Akiva’s students suffered was related to a 

suffocating disease such as diphtheria it would surely 

have resulted in what the Gemara calls “a terrible 

death.”  

There is one further question we can address. Is there 

any external historical evidence of such an epidemic 

in the 2nd century Middle East? One candidate would 

be the so-called Antonine Plague that ravaged large 

areas of the Roman Empire starting in 165 CE, as 

attested by the famed contemporary medical 

practitioner, Galen. The disease apparently started in 

the battle of Seleucia on the Tigris (in today’s Iraq), 

and was brought back to Rome by returning troops. 
One is tempted to identify this with the death of R. 

Akiva’s students in the generation following R. 

Akiva’s own death in 135 CE. The problem, 

however, is that such a notion is contradicted by the 

passage in Yevamot which reverses the order – by 

stating clearly that the students died in an early stage 

of R. Akiva’s career, after which he cultivated and 

taught a new, later generation of those who would 

become leading Tannaim. Thus, it is implausible to 

equate their askera with the later Antonine Plague 

that occurred some 30 years after R. Akiva’s death. 
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Rather their epidemic would have to have been a 

localized outbreak which subsequent generations 

attributed to more specific spiritual and moral 

shortcomings. 

In conclusion, the sad fate of so many of R. Akiva’s 

disciples at the hands of a terrible infectious disease 

in  a period of Jewish history that was already so 

filled with pain, suffering, and death, and the 

response of their near contemporaries to somehow 

use that traumatic event as an opportunity for 

personal self-examination, should at the very least 

give us added reason to engage in our own modest 

heshbon hanefesh (introspection.) Doing so will 
allow us to reach the always salutary goal of 

achieving a higher level of moral sensitivity and 

respect for the well-being of our families, 

communities, countries, and humanity at large. As we 

face our own current challenges in dealing with this 

fearfully destructive world-wide pandemic, let us be 

inspired by the example of our forebears, to explore 

our own paths to abiding good health and longevity, 

as well as spiritual and moral growth, each in our 

own unique way. 

THE BEST WAY OUT OF NIDUI 

April 21, 2020 

by R. Gidon Rothstein 

Gd seems to be showing us some light at the end of 

the tunnel. Some countries have reached a point 

where they are starting to open up, and other places 

are on the verge of taking such steps. Ahenu Bene 

Yisrael in Israel have had a bit of loosening of 

restrictions, and we pray Gd will allow that to 

continue without any resurgences of illness. 

The easing of an et tzarah, a time of trouble, has the 

danger of letting us think it is past and we need not 

continue to learn its lessons (as many political leaders 

have been reminding us). As we—I hope—make our 

way out, I want to think about lessons we can take 

with us, as merits to support our prayers for 

continued and continuing release. 

Over Pesah, the recommended physical distance of 

six feet reminded me of nidui. As Shulhan Aruch 

Yoreh De’ah 334 tells us, nidui was a form of 

discipline, a way for society and particularly Torah 

scholars to show their displeasure with a Jew’s 

conduct. 

We will come to what could spark nidui and why it is 
relevant here in a second; first, let’s remember the 

primary expression of nidui, as per Yoreh De’ah 

334;2: other than the disciplined person’s close 

relatives—spouse and children (Rema allows other 

members of the household as well)—everyone else 

physically distances from the menudeh, a distance of 

four amot. 

A menudeh can also not be part of a minyan, the 

quorum for crucial prayer practices such as kaddish, 

and is not supposed to get a haircut or launder his 

clothing. Should the situation deteriorate further, the 

person might be put in herem, a more stringent form 

of excommunication, where people will do business 

with him only to the extent of supporting his basic 

(essential) life needs. 

Eerily familiar. The most popular version of four 

amot thinks of it as six feet (there is debate as to the 

length of an amah, ranging from 18 to 24 inches). 

Barbershops are closed, and we’re mostly doing 

business on essential services, other than what we can 

do from home. 

I worried I was being too loose or metaphorical in 

applying a human form of discipline to our 

relationship with Gd, and then came across Mo’ed 

Katan 15a (I found it in the course of studying 

Onkelos for Tazri’a, my other weekly column on 

Torah Musings). The Gemara uses the phrase 

menudeh la-Shamayim, has been put in nidui by 

Heaven. 

To explain, Rashi points us to a Mishnah on Ta’anit 

12b, where we are told how people would conduct 

themselves if the entire series of thirteen communal 

fasts had failed to elicit a redemptive response from 

Gd (we should shudder to think of it, and remember 

to worry Gd might decide to leave us in an et tzarah 

for weeks, months, or years). 

In such a situation, we are told, people reduce their 

business involvements, and their social greetings. To 

explain that last, Ta’anit 14b tells us people would 

cover their faces (as does the metzora and the 

mourner, the reason it came up in Onkelos to 

Tazri’a), and sit like mourners u-menudin, those in 

nidui, like people ha-nezufin la-Makom, whom Gd 

has rebuked. 

We have not had thirteen communal fasts, so my 

comparison is not ironclad. Even without, though, the 

way the coronavirus has hit has put us in a situation 

remarkably similar, and we know tradition recognizes 

the status of menudeh la-Shamayim. Perhaps by 

looking at how human nidui works, we can gain 

insight into most successfully and permanently 

leaving what certainly looks like nidui and nezifah 

from Gd. 
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Yoreh Deah 334;43 offers twenty-four reasons to 

place someone in nidui. This isn’t the place to 

analyze all of them, and the list might not be 

comprehensive, but more than a few converge on a 

basic issue. Listing those will point us in a productive 
direction for thinking about how we might react to 

what feels like nidui. 

Torah scholars or other authorities properly declare 

nidui of a Jew for: mistreating (ha-mevazeh, 

disgracing) a Torah scholar or a messenger of the 

court; calling a fellow Jew a slave; ignoring or 

treating lightly a rabbinic rule, let alone a Torah law; 

failing to make a mandated court appearance; 
refusing to accept a court’s decision; not keeping the 

second day of holidays outside of Israel; mentioning 

Gd’s Name for no valid purpose, or for an oath on 

meaningless matters; causing a group sacrilege of 

Gd’s Name; a butcher who fails/refuses to show his 

knife to the local Torah scholar (he was supposed to 

do so as a sign of respect); a Torah scholar whose 

behavior leads to negative rumors; declaring nidui on 

another without proper cause. 

All those, I think, reflect a lack of respect, for 

institutions or individuals. Translated to Gd, it would 

suggest one good area of focus—to the extent the 

comparison to nidui feels accurate, and we think our 

reacting well shapes how Gd treats us going forward– 

would be the question of whether we might be being 

called to reconsider how we do in terms of respect for 

Gd, of treating Gd with the appropriate awe/fear. 

To repeat what I have written earlier in this series: I 

am not claiming this is the reason for what is 

happening, I am suggesting that noticing the virus has 

led us to adopt practices very similar to those of nidui 

presents the possibility and opportunity to improve in 

ways we can hope would be sufficient merits to have 

Gd free us of the current crisis. And the most likely 

lead-in to nidui is lack of respect. 

There are two ways we can treat Gd with a lack of 

respect I could imagine leading to nidui. In an earlier 

column, I threw out the idea of being more careful 

about speaking during communal prayer. Skeptical 

friends objected, thought it too minimal a flaw to fuel 

our current troubles. 

Had I meant the talking itself, they’d have been right. 

But when I notice or speak of talking in shul, I mean 

it more as an expression of a lack of awe or 

awareness of Gd. I don’t believe who talk in shul 

(including me, too often) don’t care about ignoring 

proceedings of service of Gd, I believe they don’t 

experience the proceedings as service of Gd. 

Similarly, when I first started writing about reacting 

to the magefah from a theological perspective, a well-

thinking friend thought it a hopeless task, told me 

people today just don’t think that way. Another friend 

told me I was preaching to the choir, as if only those 
who already agree with me could ever come to see 

this crisis as a matter of our relationship with Gd. 

That would be one kind of disrespect I could easily 

imagine worthy of nidui, the refusal of even 

ostensibly religious people to cast events in this 

world in religious terms. I will point out the relatively 

easy way out of nidui in a second, but there’s an 

almost flip side of failure to respect to think about as 
well. 

Many people ignored lockdown measures, for many 

reasons, but the group that concerns me here are 

those—Jewish and not—who were certain Gd would 

never strike them as part of the current plague. They 

could have their church services, their weddings, 

their funerals, because clearly Gd was on their side. 

It reminded me of Yirmiyahu 7;4, where the Jewish 

people disregard the prophet’s warnings of 

impending doom because of their certainty Gd would 

never allow His Mikdash to be destroyed (pardon the 

gendered pronoun). There is a disrespect in overly 

confident familiarity, perhaps as much as the 

disrespect of too little attention. 

Fortunately, the way out of nidui is clear: to 

apologize and commit to doing better. Nidui la-

shamayim, we can hope, has a similar way out. If we 

consider where we do or do not include respect for 

Gd in our life experience, realize where we have 

gone too far to one side or other, and commit to 

better, I believe that would be a very good step, one 

likely to contribute mightily to the future going better 

than it currently looks like it will. 

Rambam, De’ot 3;3, points to Mishlei 3;6, as the 

guide to a life of respect of Gd. Be-khol derakheha 

da’ehu, know Gd in all your ways, the verse says, 

telling Rambam we should make all our decisions 

with one question in mind—how will this enhance 

our service of Gd? For one example, he asks us to ask 

ourselves whether we sleep for the pure pleasure of 
it, or because it will help us have the strength to again 

serve Gd well. 

As we ask the question, we should also remember the 

answer will not always be intuitive. Overconfidence 

that we know Gd perfectly leads us to think our 

sanctuaries could never be destroyed, for they are 

heikhal Hashem. 
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A thought experiment, useful because it is not 

currently relevant, and therefore not immediately 

threatening. Obligation 172 in Rambam’s Sefer Ha-

Mitzvot requires a Jew to obey any lawful command 

of a prophet (prophets cannot order us to worship a 
power other than Gd, but can call for almost anything 

else). Imagine a well-certified prophet approached 

you and told you Gd had told him/her you must 

immediately sell all your possessions, and move to… 

Timbuktu, with no explanation. 

Don’t tell me whether you’d do it, tell me whether 

you can imagine it happening. I think many of us 

cannot, because we are far from the time of prophets, 
and also because we have gotten used to a Judaism 

we largely understand. But it’s not understanding that 

constitutes respect/awe/fear of Gd, it’s obedience. 

Another example. Someone recently asked me why, 

after donating twenty percent of one’s income to 

charity, there should be any other concerns about 

how the person spends his/her money. The question 
assumes once we’ve “rendered unto Gd,” we’ve 

successfully pushed Him off to the side, Gd forbid. 

(Wikipedia tells me that Yerushalmi Ta’anit 4;5 as 

well as Eikhah Rabbah think Bar Kokhba would ask 

Gd only not to help his enemies before a battle, he 

would do the rest himself.) 

We show the extent of our respect for our Creator in 

all our decisions. Where we sit on the continuum of 
environmental concern, choosing a society involved 

in Gd’s service, building a life where Torah study has 

a place, and more, all show where we currently are in 

terms of respect of Gd., how we do or do not know 

Gd in all our ways. 

Rambam opens Hilkhot De’ot with a reminder of the 

shevil ha-zahav, the golden middle path, where we 

eschew extremes for the middle in almost all cases. 
It’s not one or the other, time for Torah or time for 

other pursuits, spending money on ourselves or on 

causes with a clear Gd component. It is, choice by 

choice, a moderate adoption of a life where we can 

honestly say—ideally, in consultation with those of 

insight into these issues– keeping Gd in the picture, 

every step of the way. 

Each time of trouble each has its own shape, calls for 

its own reaction. For this plague, with the outcomes it 

forced on us, nidui seems where we are, and the way 

out of nidui is respectful re-engagement with the One 

Whom we have failed to respect or notice in the past. 

Next time, let’s consider weddings and funerals, 

ceremonies also radically altered by the novel 

coronavirus. 

 

ARE PORCH MINYANIM KOSHER? 

April 20, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

I. Pesach, Prayer and Bentching 

In the current phase of the Coronavirus pandemic, all 

shuls around the world are closed and nearly every 

Jew globally is praying without a minyan. Even 

during its strictest period, the Israeli government 

allowed a few minyanim to continue under health 

department guidelines. In the US, I know of a family 

with ten adult men (a grandfather, father and eight 
sons above 13) who continue praying as a minyan. A 

widely discussed option is for neighbors to pray 

together on their front or back porchs, without 

anyone leaving their own property. Every community 

will have its own concerns about local health 

guidelines and the ability to consistently follow them, 

as well as anti-semitism that may be flamed by even 

perfectly legal and healthy minyanim. Setting all that 

aside, I would like to discuss whether in theory, if not 

in practice, neighbors can join together as a minyan, 

everyone remaining on their own property. The 

matter is less simple than many people think and is 
discussed by many recent responsa specifically 

related to Coronavirus. 

The issue begins with a Mishnah (Pesachim 85b) 

discussing the definition of a house, inside which a 

Pesach sacrifice must be eaten on the first night of 

the holiday and from which the meat may not be 

removed. The Mishnah says that the house is defined 
as from the doorway and inside. In the Gemara, Rav 

adds that the same applies to prayer but R. Yehoshua 

Ben Levi disagrees. Tosafos (ad loc., s.v. ve-khen) 

explain that the disagreement is about answering the 

prayer of a minyan if you are outside. According to 

Rav, you must be inside even to answer Kaddish and 

the like. According to R. Yehoshua Ben Levi, whom 

we follow, you may answer even if you are outside 

but there must still be a minyan inside. Therefore, if 

you are in the doorway or inside (i.e. if the door 

closes and you are inside) then you can be counted 

for a minyan. This would seem to limit a minyan to 
people inside one room, even though anyone outside 

can join the prayers if there is a minyan in the room. 

Rav Shlomo Ben Aderet (Rashba, 13th cen., Spain; 

Responsa, vol. 1, no. 96) suggests comparing 

counting for a minyan for prayer to counting for a 

zimun for bentching. In the latter, the Mishnah 

(Berakhos 50a) says that if two groups are eating in 

https://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=1376&pgnum=67
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different places in a house, as long as they can see 

each other they can count together for a zimun. 

Rashba says that this doesn’t mean specifically in one 

house but as long as some of the people in each group 

can see some people from the other group, they all 
count together. Therefore, Rashba suggests, the same 

may apply for a minyan. Even if people are in 

different buildings, as long as they can see each other 

then they count for a minyan. 

However, Rav Shlomo Ben Shimon Duran 

(Rashbash, 15th cen., Algeria; Responsa, no. 37) 

rejects this suggestion. He says that zimun is referring 

to two groups that each have enough people but want 
to join together as one group. That cannot be 

compared to half a minyan in one room and half in 

another room. Among Rishonim and Acharonim, the 

overwhelming majority rule strictly like Rashbash 

and not like Rashba’s suggestion. (Although Pri 

Chadash, Orach Chaim 55:12 and Pri Megadim, 

Mishbetzos 55:12 follow Rashba.) Because of this 

consensus against Rashba, under normal 

circumstances you need ten men within the room in 

order to constitute a minyan. The question of porch 

minyanim boils down to whether we can rely on 
Rashba in a case of great need. 

II. Modern Rulings 

Rav Chaim Yosef David Azulai (Chida, 18th cen., 

Israel; Machazik Berakhah 55:11) discusses a case of 
quarantine in Italy, in which guards would not allow 

people in two adjacent houses to mix. Chida felt that 

if the four men of one family could stand outside the 

open door of the second house which had six men so 

that they can all see each other, even though the four 

are forbidden to enter the house, they could join as a 

minyan based on Rashba’s condition of being able to 

see each other. However, his colleague Rav Yosef 

Chazan (18-19th cen., Turkey; Chikrei Lev, Orach 

Chaim 1:28) argues at length against following this 

difficult minority opinion, even in a case of 

quarantine. 

Citing this Chikrei Lev and many other similar strict 

rulings, Chief Sephardic Rabbi of Israel, Rav 

Yitzchak Yosef, in a recent responsum forbids 

participation in a porch minyan (but allows answering 

amen if such a minyan is taking place). Similarly, 

Rav Hershel Schachter in a recent responsum 

distinguishes between prayer (which is a davar she-
bi-kdushah) to a zimun (which is not), and therefore 

forbids porch minyanim. Rav Schachter points to a 

contradiction within Bi’ur Halakhah whether to 

follow Rashba or Rashbash and concludes that we 

cannot rely on Rashba even in a time of great need. 

Rav Asher Weiss, in a recent responsum, allows 

relying on Rashba’s leniency in this time of great 

need and permits porch minyanim if people can see 

each other (setting aside the issues mentioned at the 

beginning of this essay). However, he points out that 
even regarding zimun, you cannot join together with 

someone across a street. Therefore, all the porches 

must be on the same side of the street. Rav Moshe 

Sternbuch, in a recent responsum, rules leniently also 

but adds another leniency — if the people are 

standing on porches 10 tefachim above street level, 

then they can join even across the street. In a 

responsum unrelated to Coronavirus, Rav Yitzchak 

Zilberstein was asked whether Jewish guards and 

prisoners, who are forbidden to mix, can join for a 

minyan through prison bars (Chashukei Chemed, 

Pesachim 85b). Rav Zilberstein says that you can rely 
on the Chida but is not entirely comfortable relying 

on it for people in a holding cell, who will only be 

there for a short time. It seems that he would rule 

leniently for those in long-term quarantine. 

Rav Shlomo Miller, in a recent responsum, takes a 

middle position. He tentatively approves of porch 

minyanim but, out of caution, does not allow any 
prayer that requires a minyan — such as Torah 

reading and the repetition of the Amidah — except 

for Kaddish and Kedushah, which he allows. 

Because this is so current a question, I urge everyone 

to ask their rabbi before putting anything into 

practice, especially considering the other very 

important considerations mentioned above. 

PLAGUES AND PLAGUES: EGYPT AND THE 

RHYTHMS OF RECENT HISTORY 

April 7, 2020 

by R. Gidon Rothstein 

Pesah is upon us, novel coronavirus or no. The virus 

has focused my attention on an aspect of the Exodus I 

had failed to connect to our times as clearly as it 

merits. To start, I present for your consideration a 

group of people we may neglect in our reviews of the 

Exodus: the Egyptians. 

We notice Pharaoh’s blocking the Jews’ leaving, and 

give a free pass to the Egyptian people, yet the Torah 

hints they had more power than they or we choose to 

realize. Before the plague of hail, some of Pharaoh’s 

retinue took their servants and animals out of the 

fields, had them shelter (and survive) inside, and the 

Torah calls them ha-yarei et devar Hashem, those 

who feared the word of Gd (faint praise, but praise). 

After Moshe announced looming locusts, at the 

https://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=9191&st=&pgnum=37
https://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=1725&st=&pgnum=106&hilite=
https://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=1725&st=&pgnum=106&hilite=
https://moreshet-maran.com/%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%9F-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%91-%D7%99%D7%A6%D7%97%D7%A7-%D7%99%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A3/%D7%94%D7%90%D7%9D-%D7%90%D7%A4%D7%A9%D7%A8-%D7%9C%D7%94%D7%A6%D7%98%D7%A8%D7%A3-%D7%9C%D7%9E%D7%A0%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9F-%D7%93%D7%A8%D7%9A-%D7%9E%D7%A8%D7%A4%D7%A1%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%94%D7%A8%D7%90/
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_6f7c90c3f14b4974874d4dc813065b54.pdf
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_52e90efdb32648a0923e318c2b1bf187.pdf
https://7d4ab068-0603-408d-89df-fac4580e17c4.filesusr.com/ugd/8b9b1c_72dc2b4440a74e7ea4d7c631a35ebd74.pdf
https://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=49719&st=&pgnum=449&hilite=
https://hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=49719&st=&pgnum=449&hilite=
https://static.wixstatic.com/media/8b9b1c_53622ba03ec3473cad7bf95413b948f6~mv2.jpg
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beginning of Bo, Pharaoh’s attendants pressured him 

into calling Moshe back for a (failed) negotiation. 

That seems as far as they went. As their world 

collapsed around them, over the course of a year, the 

Egyptian people could not rouse itself to insist 

Pharaoh change strategies. As I say that, I hear voices 

who would insist they had no options, Pharaoh was 

their ruler, what could they do? I think it vital to 

remind ourselves the cruelest of dictators always 

have a supporting apparatus, can only impose their 

will with the help of others. 

I think of Tiananmen Square in this context. China in 

the late 1980s already had a billion people, ten 

thousand of whom filled the Square to protest 

government excesses. The government squashed it by 

rolling out tanks and soldiers, killing and wounding 

thousands. 

Now for the thought experiment: had a million people 

massed in the square, would or could the government 

have handled it the same way? What about ten 

million (one percent of a billion)? We excuse the 

populace of tyrannies too quickly, I believe, are too 

understanding of their desire to protect themselves 

and their families, not to rock the boat. 

But let’s say I’m being excessive, because some 

dictators will kill however many it takes. Let’s focus 

instead on those the ruler needs to cooperate. They do 

not rule on their own, after all, they rule either 

because the populace likes them, excesses aside (as 

seems true of the Russians under Putin, for example; 

it implicates them in any wrongs he may perpetrate), 

or because s/he has enough of a political and military 

apparatus to enforce his/her will. If soldiers, advisers, 

and lackeys said no, the ruler will back down or be 

deposed. 

The success of evil leaders, we need to remember, is 

never their own; the blame and guilt for his/her evil 

never stops at the top. To get back to Pharaoh: a week 

after the Exodus, he found a full complement of 

soldiers and charioteers ready to chase down the Jews 

at the sea. 

I first thought of the point while writing As If We 

Were There, my book about Pesah. This year, I 

thought of a detail of the story, the rhythm of the 

plagues. Rashi Shemot 7;25 tells us each plague 

lasted a week, with a three-week lull before the next. 

One week on, three weeks off, I suggest, gave the 

Egyptians time to lose sight of how bad it had been. 

During a plague, it’s horrible. After it goes away (on 

a dime, in contrast to what we expect with the novel 

coronavirus), the first week is recovery. The second 

week, they still remember. By the third week, life can 

return to normal, the threat of another plague too 

distant to compete with getting back to living. 

In contemporary terms, I remember the assertions life 

would never be the same after 9/11, after the Great 

Recession, and now. Each time (perhaps this time 

will be different), some parts of life change, but not 

anything overarchingly or obviously significant. 

The Egyptians’ immunity to the message of the 
plagues, their never standing up to Pharaoh and 

insisting he let the Jews go, concede Gd’s rule over 

the world, Gd’s right and ability to demand the Jews 

go serve in the desert, reminds me of many moderns’ 

immunity to seeing Gd in history. As I found myself 

checking over and over to see whether the 

coronavirus was truly parallel to the Spanish flu of 

1918-1920, I kept stumbling across other troubles the 

world has contended with in the last century: 

There was an encephalitis lethargica outbreak for a 

decade starting in 1915, killing over a million people. 

Aside from the Spanish flu, flus in 1957, 1968, and 

2009 killed more than a million people (worldwide) 

each. Polio peaked in the forties and fifties, 

paralyzing or killing over a half million people a 

year. and measles used to kill a million a year, aside 

from the ones it maimed. AIDs has killed many 

millions, starting in the 1980s. 

Moving away from disease, war and recessions crop 

up regularly, too, as do other tragedies. You may 

dismiss these last as man-made, except we can 

always dismiss—those who see disease as “natural” 

also excuse themselves from learning any lessons. 

Once a decade, or more, for a hundred years, 

“extraordinary” “black swan” negative events have 

hit the world, and people have addressed them, more 

or less, the same way—taking on the specific trouble 

and how to recover from it, even prevent a 

recurrence. Sometimes better, sometimes less well, 

but always focused on the current crisis. Then we get 

back to living—and quickly: soon after the Spanish 

Flu killed 675,000 Americans from 1918-1920 (with 

other diseases concurrently raging), the US hit the 

Roaring Twenties, enjoying financial bounty , the 
economy firing on all cylinders, material excess 

again the name of the day. Our reaction to 9/11 and 

the Great Recession was to try to restore society, as it 

had been, as soon as we could. 

Rarely, if ever, have people stopped and said–in 

addition to all the more “natural” ways of facing 

troubles– this comes from Gd, for some reason, and 

we need to look into ourselves and turn to Gd for 
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guidance as to what we have been doing wrong, so 

we can change and improve and hope for better in the 

future. Some religious people who do react that way, 

of course, then decide they know what Gd wants of 

them, often with distressingly simplistic answers. 
Confusing the issue, some idolaters, people who 

believe in a power other than Gd, also react 

“religiously” to times of trouble, giving answers that 

look religious while having nothing to do with 

service of the Creator of the Universe, Who took us 

out of Egypt. 

I saw a clip of Benjamin Netanyahu assuring the 

Israeli public that, with Gd’s help, they would get 
through this. And another of him urging observant 

Jews to follow the physical distancing rules, as a 

matter of ve-ahavta le-re’aha kamokha and lo 

ta’amod al dam re’ekha, love your fellow as 

yourself, and do not stand over your fellow’s blood. 

Imagine if he also said, and we have to do a better 

job, as a nation, of serving Gd. Imagine if Donald 
Trump, Giuseppe Conte, Pedro Sanchez, and others, 

were to say, we recognize our salvation can only 

come from Gd, Creator of Heaven and Earth, and call 

for a day of prayer. In addition to all the other efforts 

they were making. 

A pipe dream, I know, because we have assiduously 

removed the sacred from the public sphere, for fear 

of returning to an age of religious wars. A valid 
concern, unless of course Gd objects to being 

removed from life, objects to most of the world 

operating as if religion is for church, life is for living. 

We are experiencing a plague, literally and 

figuratively. The Egyptians should have taught us the 

fearsome downsides of refusing to learn a plague’s 

lessons. As we head for our Seders this year, I hope 

we do not make their error; even more, I hope the 
“Egyptians” around us do not make their error. We 

point to the Egyptians’ drowning in the Sea as one 

reason we stop saying a full Hallel after the first 

day(s) of Pesah, because massive death and 

destruction isn’t good for anyone, is never the 

optimal outcome. 

Rava tells us (Pesahim 116b) to include in our Seders 
the words of Devarim 6;23, ve-otanu hotzi misham, 

us He took from there, to be sure we experience the 

Exodus as personal. This year, it’s more personal 

than most, it’s a chance to see what a plague was like, 

to watch reactions to it, and to gauge how the Exodus 

story has or has not taught us the best way to 

respond: recognize Gd’s Hand; accept it is Gd’s 

Hand even if and when it looks like something we 

can attribute to a force we think we can better 

control. At the very least, we can turn to Gd with 

that—in our billions, I hope—and commit to keeping 

before us, forever, awareness of Gd’s role in the 

world, Gd’s commands, requests, and preferences for 

how we live our lives, as a relevant and continuing 
part of how we construct the world going forward. 

We sometimes forget, I think, Hazal thought none of 

the Egyptians and only a fifth or fewer of the Jews 

got the message of the Exodus. How much better or 

more memorable would the event have been had 

Pharaoh conceded early? Or, if we read the Torah to 

say he did not have the possibility, how would it have 

looked if all the Jews had been ready to leave when 
Moshe called? If half or ten percent of Egyptians had 

protested Pharaoh’s choices? 

It would have put history on a path unimaginably 

better, I maintain, because we are stuck in our history 

as it did happen. This time around, we can improve. 

The more of us who say, sincerely, we see this 

magefah comes from Gd, we recognize it is a call to 
significant framework change, and we intend to 

change, meaningfully, and say that over and over, in 

every conversation, the better off we all will be. 

Then we will be able to say ve-otanu hotzi misham as 

a statement of history and a lived experience. 

ACTION/REACTION: A FRAMEWORK TO 

THINK ABOUT OUR RELIGIOUS RESPONSE 

TO CRISIS 

March 31, 2020 

by R. Gidon Rothstein 

I promised you a Rambam, and I intend to fulfill my 

promise. Before I do, consider the conundrum in 

which Gd might find Himself should He want 

fundamental change, framework change, in a time 

when our sins have distanced us from prophecy. How 

should Gd send the message? 

Blessings aren’t likely to work, because when life 

goes smoothly, few of us imagine we need to 

reconsider foundational assumptions of our lives; 

after all, all’s pretty much well, only a curmudgeon 

would complain. On the other hand, when tragedy or 

crisis hits, many of us roll into a ball and angrily 

object to any hint it’s a sign of needed change. 

What’s Gd to do? 

As you ponder the problem, let’s turn to the Rambam 

I owe you. Our contemporary experience of fast days 

might convince us they are mostly about 

commemorations of the destruction of the Temple; 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giuseppe_Conte
https://www.google.com/search?gs_ssp=eJzj4tbP1TcwNDTNLspONmD04i1ITSnKVyhOzEvOSK0CAHa9CQE&q=pedro+sanchez&rlz=1C1CHBF_enUS893US893&oq=pedro+s&aqs=chrome.1.69i57j46l4j0l2.4248j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.torahmusings.com/2020/03/unknown-unknowns-and-the-coronavirus/


CORONA MUSINGS 
 

© Copyright 2020 TorahMusings.com 24 

Rambam’s Laws of Fasts suggests it’s incorrect, 

because four of the five chapters are about fasts for 

times of crisis. His opening paragraph to those laws 

reminds us the Torah mandated a response to all 

forms of distress, calling out to Gd and, in the time of 
the Temple, blowing the hatzotzerot, the trumpets. 

The next two paragraphs make a claim widely 

accepted by traditional scholars, resisted or rejected 

by the general public. I review it here because I 

believe it holds important keys to the most effective 

response to our current struggle with a fearsome 

plague, the way we can most likely merit Gd’s tilting 

the scales towards giving us quicker relief. 

Rambam tells us the Torah obligates us to call out in 

times of trouble as a path of repentance, a way to 

acknowledge troubles come to communities because 

of our wrongful deeds. (A good friend and former 

havruta pointed out Rambam elsewhere seems to 

view divine providence differently, an issue too 

complicated to engage here. I can say I believe 
Rambam thought communities have more intimate 

providence than ordinary individuals, because they, 

like more righteous people, are more attuned to and 

part of Gd’s overall plan for the world. It’s for 

another time, but reminds us Rambam in the Guide 

seems open to the possibility some personal tragedies 

can be a matter of the physical world malfunctioning. 

I do not believe he thought so regarding tragedies for 

the public at large.) 

To open ourselves to what Rambam wants us to 

learn, we have to brush away the wagging finger 

many of us sense whenever we’re told we have to do 

better. Notice Rambam explicitly says identifying the 

source of troubles will cause or help its removal. 

More, Rav Yosef in Baba Kamma 60a adds the 

important point, once destructive forces are 

unleashed, they do not distinguish the righteous from 

the evil. When tragedy affects a community, all 

members can be implicated, without any implication 

each affected individual was culpable. The Rosh’s 
son, R. Yehudah, passed away during the Black 

Death. 

In the next paragraph, 1;3 of Ta’aniyot, Rambam 

warns of the dangers of denying his idea, in words 

chilling for how easily we could imagine them 

happening today. He says, should a community say 

this trouble is the way of the world, it just happened 
to us, the attitude will lead the people to ignore the 

trouble, to continue their paths and actions as they 

had before, will lead to a worsening of the trouble. 

He relates it to Vayikra 26;24’s warning against 

walking with Gd be-keri, a word Rambam reads as 

“happenstance.” The Jews might dismiss Gd’s wake-

up calls as events that just happen of their own, 

without reason. Worse, the insistence they are keri, 

happenstance, will mean people will not change, will 

continue acting in whatever ways Gd is calling them 
to abandon. Troubles will worsen, the hamat keri, the 

furious rage, Vayikra 26;28 predicts will come. 

Clear and simple, Rambam tells us repentance (for 

which one needs to recognize sin) is the best way out 

of communal troubles. For us, it’s not enough to 

know how to respond. First, because teshuvah, 

repentance, is such an open word. Those who reach 

for all the usual types of change we discussed last 
time also think they are calling for teshuvah. I think 

a) that is insufficient and b) I can point in more fully 

productive directions. 

I start with Sanhedrin 90a’s unchallenged statement 

Gd acts middah ke-neged middah, measure for 

measure, Gd’s reactions a match to the cause (for 

good as well as not). It suggests troubles will reflect 
whatever Gd seeks to call to our attention. Given the 

human condition, we can always study more Torah, 

slander our fellow Jews less, do more acts of 

kindness, and so on. Gd sends troubles middah ke-

negged middah, to make a more specific point. 

Financial crises, drought, war, and illness, I suggest 

the Gemara means us to understand, each call for 

different teshuvah reactions, where the nature of the 

trouble shows the specific change called for at the 

moment. 

I have had rabbis, academics, laypeople, friends, 

colleagues, and complete strangers reject the idea I 

just suggested, and cite two comments by people 

whose views clearly outweigh mine. The people I 

know read those comments as absolving us of the 

need to think as I am proposing. I think they have 

misread them. 

My revered teacher, R. Aharon Lichtenstein, zt”l, 

more than once noted Berakhot 7a’s mockery of 

Bil’am for claiming to know the mind of Gd when he 

did not know the mind of his own animal. He said it 

in our contexts, upset with those who confidently 

claim to know why Gd sent this or that. 

As an example or extension of his point, I note the 

old TV show line, there are eight million stories in 

the naked city, let alone in a worldwide pandemic. 

Any claim to find the cause of a crisis affecting 

thousands, millions, or billions of people cannot but 

be insultingly simplistic. Gd doesn’t send such a big 

event for one reason, nor should we think we will 

find the reason. I suggest we might still be able to 
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find some messages the middah kenegged middah 

characteristic indicate. 

R. Lichtenstein’s father in law, R. Joseph B. 

Soloveitchik, zt”l, in Kol Dodi Dofek, said our 

reaction to trouble is not to ask “why” but “how 

should I respond?” Most people have understood the 

Rav to mean we should not think in terms of what led 

to this, just think of positive ways to react. Which, in 

many cases, lead to the generic kinds of teshuvah I 

claim is not enough. 

Except. When the Rav says we have to figure out 

how to respond, I wish I could have asked him how 

we figure out our response. Could he have intended 

us to take all crises the same way? Why would Gd 

send differing ones? I need not disagree with him 

about our inability to find the reason for a time of 

trouble, or the futility of claiming to know why, to 

point out his idea still leaves us with work to do. 

My teachers were students of the Rav, and they 

emphasized the precise definition of a phenomenon 

as the best way to know what it is. Here, I wonder if 

being sure we know what the crisis is would be a 

Rav-endorsed way to arrive at how we should 

respond. We are not saying anything about why, we 

are seeing what, and where that leads us. 

I am hoping, in other words, the Rav and R. 

Lichtenstein clarified our endeavor rather than 

proscribed it. We seek our best next moves when Gd 

sends a crisis, using a tool Gd gave us, middah ke-

negged middah. Whatever we conclude, it will not be 

an assertion of why Gd did this, we will be saying, 

humbly and hopefully, our best efforts to hear Gd’s 

message at the current time led us here. Nor will we 

stop at one reason or facet of the problem, we will 

look for as many as we can find, and put them all on 

our agenda. 

As I quoted last time, the Sanzer Rebbe noted his 

own laudable tradition not to point at others. Were I 

to think an element of a crisis showed what other 

communities ought to change, it would not be my 

place to tell them (unless they asked me, of course, 

my email is grothst, and it is a gmail address). Here, I 

will muse on only well recognized aspects of the 
coronavirus. 

Many have already drawn our attention to the social 

isolation, the forced breakup of communities, the 

virus has forced. What should be the response to a 

closing of communities? 

The Breakdown of Community: I have seen many 

argue this shows we need to work harder at being 

social, be more aware of those lonely or isolated. I 

find the sentiments admirable, but unconvincing. 

First, I question whether that has been a significant 

area of weakness for society, in particular the many 

Orthodox Jewish societies hit hard by the 
coronavirus. The Jews I know, the charitable 

organizations I see raising funds, work hard and 

tirelessly to identify and help those on the fringes of 

society, those in need. Could we do better? Of 

course, just like we could study Torah better. More, if 

that was one of the points being made, it seems odd 

for Gd to do it by splitting up society, making the 

lives of those poor and needy harder, possibly 

tipping over those on the edge, consigning them to 

the ranks of the poor. 

We also have two precedents for what it means when 

Gd denies people a communal connection. The 

Tower of Bavel and Beit HaMikdash were both 

central and centralizing institutions, and were clearly 

destroyed for different (multiple) reasons. Musing on 

what kinds of responses would have been most 

proper for those disasters, I suggest, can bring us to a 

better set of ideas about this one. R. Marc Penner 

(full disclosure: a friend) has mused in exactly the 
kind of way I am hoping more of us do. His is not the 

whole or only story, it is an example of where we 

could all do well. 

Medical Capacity: It seems clear the absolute 

numbers of this plague are not the main problem. 

Every excess death is a tragedy, but the problem is 

exacerbated by a lack of capacity, health systems 

being overwhelmed in beds and ventilators 
(increasing deaths, too). What would be our proper 

response to realizing we left ourselves underprepared 

for emergencies? (That’s not to Monday morning 

quarterback reasoned decisions about allocation of 

resources, when a “black swan” is inherently 

unpredictable. I am wondering what our response 

should be if we realize we see black swans more 

often than once in a century, for which we are 

repeatedly massively underprepared). 

Rules Following: Before the authorities mandated 

closing down shuls, rabbis who were already closing 

theirs told me they could not trust their congregants 

to adhere to any standards they set—fewer than 

twenty at a minyan, no one in the high risk categories 

attending, no one who felt at all coronavirus-like 

attending. Lehavdil, after the governor of California 

issued a shelter in place order, the New York Times 

had a picture of a beach full of people. What should 

be our response to a crisis made worse by ordinary 
people’s refusal to follow rules? What should be our 

response to knowing many people were hurt by 

https://www.jewishpress.com/multimedia/video-picks/watch-god-has-removed-all-our-excuses-to-stay-in-galut/2020/03/27/
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governments’ feeling they had to shut down the 

economy because they could not rely on people to 

properly distance if businesses stayed open? 

And more and more. It’s not one crisis, it’s billions of 

crises, with greater and lesser overall truths. In these 

three columns, I have sought ways we can think more 

productively, can see where Gd is pointing us, 

guiding us less gently than usual, to fundamental 

framework changes we would be well-advised to 

make. 

Next time, I’ll take up Pesah a little bit, still in the 

context of coronavirus, because the rhythm of the 

plagues in Egypt, and the Egyptians’ resistance to 

learning the lessons Gd was teaching them, can be a 

model for us to learn from history, the history of the 

past as well as of the moment. 

DOES A VIRUS KILL? 

March 30, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

As we contend with the ongoing impact of the 
Coronavirus pandemic, we pray, we learn and we 

grow as Jews. In the past, people saw epidemics as 

divine punishment. However, nowadays we know the 

medical causes of the disease. We can trace the virus 

and, to some degree, its spread. If epidemiology 

explains the spread of this deadly disease, where does 

God fit into it? 

This might seem like a modern question but it dates 
back centuries, if not millennia. As long as people in 

general thought they understood medicine (even if 

now we know their understanding was wrong), they 

could ask the same question. If disease is caused by 

an imbalance in the humors or by putrid air or by any 

other ancient medical explanation, where does God 

fit into the picture? In fact, the Mishnah (Rosh 

Hashanah 29a) asks, “did the serpent kill or give 

life?” Rav Moshe Ibn Chabib (17th cen., Greece) is 

surprised by this question because in truth, of course 

a serpent kills. On the other hand, a different Gemara 
(Berakhos 33a) says that poison does not kill; God 

kills. This complex relationship of dueling causes 

appears in the Talmud. As medicine advanced during 

the Renaissance, these types of questions gained 

steam and leading rabbis addressed them. Perhaps 

these answers can help us see God’s role in light of 

contemporary medicine. (This is not to say that those 

affected personally by an epidemic deserve their 

illness. This subject requires lengthy discussion but 

as a start we can note that the Sages are clear that 

communal punishment sometimes strikes the 

righteous. See, for example, Malbim to Gen. 18:24.) 

I. Beyond Nature 

The Talmud Yerushalmi (Berachos 9:2) attributes 

earthquakes to a variety of spiritual causes. R. 

Nehorai says they happen because people fail to 

separate terumos and ma’asros, the portions of 

produce that must be given to Kohanim and Levi’im. 

R. Acha says that they are due to homosexual 
activity. Other rabbis say that they are due to 

machlokes, disunity. (See also Berakhos 59a.) 

Rav Shmuel Yaffe Ashkenazi (16th cen., 

Constantinople; Yefeh Mareh, Berakhos 9:14) asks 

how the Sages could offer spiritual reasons for 

earthquakes when science explains the causes for 

such natural disasters? He answers that the Sages 

were referring to earthquakes that lack natural causes. 
God created the world and designed the course of 

nature. Within this creation, earthquakes will happen 

for natural reasons. However, God also intervenes in 

nature to reward and punish people. Some 

earthquakes are natural while others are the result of 

divine intervention. 

II. Within Nature 

The Gemara (Sukkah 29a) says that solar eclipses are 

a bad omen for the whole world. Additionally, the 

Gemara says that four things cause solar eclipses: 1) 

a deceased head judge who is eulogized 

insufficiently, 2) a betrothed woman who is attacked 

and not saved, 3) homosexual relations and 4) twin 

brothers killed at the same time. 

Rav Moshe Isserles (Rema, 16th cen., Poland; Toras 

Ha-Olah 1:8) asks how the Sages can attribute 

reasons to a solar eclipse, which is a natural 

occurrence. Whether or not people sin, the solar 

eclipse will happen. What are these reasons? Rema 

explains that a solar eclipse can be a bad omen even 

though it is a natural phenomenon. 

The basic premise of astrology is that there are times 

of the year that are good for certain things and bad 

for other things, which can be understood by 

examining the stars. While great rabbis debated the 

legitimacy of astrology (e.g. Rambam was against, 

Ibn Ezra was in favor), Rema explains that a solar 

eclipse is no different. It is a natural phenomenon like 

the movement of the stars, which those who accept 

astrology recognize as meaningful to people. God 
created the world such that these things happen and 

uses those times as an opportunity for judgment. (See 

also Arukh La-Ner and Ben Yehoyada, Sukkah 29a) 
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III. Beside Nature 

In 1797, Rav Pinchas Horowitz of Vilna published an 

influential book that combined Torah and science, 

titled Sefer Ha-Bris. In his discussion of earthquakes 

(vol. 1, ch. 10, sec. 1), Rav Horowitz asks: If 

earthquakes are part of nature, how can they carry 

messages of divine punishment? Rav Horowitz 

explains that whenever natural disasters affect 

people, they must be guided by divine providence. 

Earthquakes normally serve as a divine tool for 

punishment, which is a good purpose. And if an 

earthquake risks the safety of someone undeserving 

of punishment, which would be a bad result, God can 
protect him from harm. 

Where does punishment fit into a natural 

phenomenon? Earthquakes occur naturally and God 

determines how any individual will feel its impact. 

Someone could be in a safe place when the 

earthquake hits, or his home could remain standing 

despite the shock. He could be out of town when 
everything happens. There are many ways in which 

God can protect someone from harm or refrain from 

protecting him. This is the divine punishment aspect 

of the natural disaster. 

IV. Putting It All Together 

We can apply these approaches to an epidemic. 

According to the first view, sometimes an epidemic 

will happen naturally, as science explains. But 

sometimes it happens through divine intervention, as 

a punishment. According to the second view, God 

knows when and how epidemics happen and will use 

them for punishment, as appropriate. According to 

the third view, epidemics will happen naturally but 

how each person is affected — how some will catch 

it and some will escape — is determined by the 

complicated calculus of divine providence. 

According to the first view, God lies in the 

unpredictable. Effectively, what we understand and 

can predict — that is nature. Everything else is God. 

The danger with this “God of the gaps” theory is that 

as science progresses, as medicine becomes more 

accurate and comprehensive, the gaps may be filled 

completely leaving no more room for God. 
According to the second view, God works within 

nature, using it for His purposes. And according to 

the third view, God lies in the individual impact, in 

the uncertainties of life, which cannot be changed 

with scientific progress. 

 

 

TALMUDIC ADVICE ON EPIDEMICS 

March 27, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

While we have lived through multiple pandemics 

(SARS, Ebola, AIDS to name a few), most of us have 
not experienced it as personally and directly as we 

are with coronavirus. It is worthwhile to review what 

the Talmud teaches about living through an epidemic. 

We have to keep in mind that even in the times of the 

Gaonim, over a thousand years ago, our sages warned 

against using Talmudic medicine. However, we can 

still learn from their spiritual messages. 

I. Outrun the Epidemic 

The Gemara (Bava Kamma 60b) says, “Dever be-ir, 

kanes raglecha, If there is an epidemic in the city, 

gather your feet,” stay indoors. Just like the Jews 

were commanded on the night of the Exodus, when 

the plague of the firstborn occurred, “None of you 

shall go out of the door of his house until the 

morning” (Ex. 12:22). The Gemara continues that 
during an epidemic, Rava would shutter his windows, 

as it says, “For death has come up to our windows” 

(Jer. 9:20). The Gemara also says that “when there is 

famine in the city, spread your feet,” flee from town. 

It seems to imply that when there is famine you flee 

but when there is a plague you shelter in place. 

Rav Shlomo Luria (Maharshal, Yam Shel Shlomo, 

Bava Kamma 6:26) quotes earlier authorities who 
permit, even recommend, fleeing an epidemic. 

Presumably, he is quoting Rav Ya’akov Moelin 

(Maharil, Responsa, no. 50), quoted by Rema in his 

glosses to Shulchan Arukh (Yoreh De’ah 116:5). 

Maharshal explains that the above Gemara is 

discussing once an epidemic settles in. At that point, 

you can’t flee and must shelter in place. However, 

while it is just starting, you can run from the city to a 

safe, distant place. Rav Shmuel Eidels (Maharsha, 

Chiddushei Aggados, Bava Kamma 60b) and Rav 

Avraham Chaim Schorr (Toras Chaim, ad loc.) both 

reach similar conclusions. 

Rav Moshe of Trani (Mabit, Beis Elokim, Tefillah ch. 

16) agrees that you can and should flee an epidemic. 

However, he adds a theological meaning to this 

flight. Generally, we say that someone is inscribed on 

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur in either the book 

of life or otherwise. If so, how can fleeing an 

epidemic help? Someone destined to die will do so, 
one way or another. Mabit answers that the pain of 

exile, the physical and emotional distress of fleeing, 

serve as punishment in place of actual death. 
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Therefore, a person can escape death by undertaking 

the difficulties of fleeing. Perhaps the same can be 

said of the distress of sheltering in place. Even if you 

are safe from the epidemic itself, the involuntary 

emotional strain you suffer may serve as punishment 
enough to escape actual illness. 

II. Responding to an Epidemic 

The Mishnah (Ta’anis 19a) says that a city 

experiencing an epidemic (dever) engages in fasting 
and special prayers accompanied by shofar. An 

epidemic is defined as three out of 500 people dying 

over three consecutive days, i.e. 0.6% rate (over a 

three day period so it isn’t a one-time event). A 

baraisa (ibid., 19b) adds that if there is an epidemic 

of diphtheria (askara) that is accompanied by death, 

we fast and recite special prayers for that as well. 

Rambam (Mishneh Torah, Hilkhos Ta’anis 2:13) 

generalizes this to any disease that causes death. 

Ritva (Ta’anis 19a) explains the difference between 

an epidemic and a disease. An epidemic consists of 
different diseases. For such an epidemic, three people 

(0.6%) have to die over three days. But if people die 

of the same disease, there is no required timeframe. 

Shulchan Arukh (Orach Chaim 576:5) goes a bit 

further regarding diseases. Once a disease has spread 

throughout the community and people start dying 

from it, we fast and hold special prayers. He does not 

mention a specific number of deaths. Once the 
disease has spread and we see it can be deadly, we 

must respond with fasting and prayer. Bach (ad loc., 

quoted in Mishnah Berurah 17) says that we fast 

even without any deaths, once a deadly disease has 

spread. The relevance of a deadly disease that has 

spread resonates loudly today. 

However, Rav Avraham Gombiner (Magen Avraham, 

ad loc., 2) adds that in his day, people were too weak 
to fast. Later authorities follow this (e.g. Sha’arei 

Teshuvah 1; Mishnah Berurah 2; Kaf HaChaim 6). 

Today, this might still be true. We need to consult 

with doctors whether fasting makes someone more 

susceptible to the disease. We cannot allow our 

fasting and prayers to make the problems worse. 

III. Why Do Epidemics Happen? 

The Mishnah (Avos 5:8) lists seven kinds of 

punishments or tragedies that happen and reasons 

why. The Mishnah says that an epidemic (dever) 

 
4 Firstborn. 
5 The fast of the firstborn. 
6 The completion of a significant section of Torah. 
7 21:1. 

happens because of sins deserving death that a court 

cannot administer and because of the fruits of the 

Shemitah year. Commentators disagree what sins are 

meant that cannot be administered by a court. 

Rabbeinu Yonah (ad loc.) explains this to refer to 
sins that are punishable by excision (kares) or 

heavenly execution (misah biydei Shamayim). The 

commentary attributed to Rashi in the Vilna Shas (ad 

loc.) explains this as referring to sins that should be 

punishable with execution by a court but for technical 

reasons the court cannot administer it. 

In response to an epidemic, we should consider 

whether we are violating explicitly or indirectly, with 
action or with attitude, any of the sins that fall under 

these categories. Sins punishable by execution are 

listed together in Rambam’s Mishneh Torah, Hilkhos 

Sanhedrin 15:10-13. The thirty six sins punishable 

with kares are listed in the first Mishnah of Kerisos. 

And the sins punishable with divine execution are 

listed in a baraisa on Sanhedrin 83a. During an 

epidemic, it might be worthwhile reviewing these 

lists and thinking about how you can reduce those or 

related sins in your own life and in the world at large. 

PARTICIPATION IN A SIYUM BY SKYPE 

March 25, 2020 

by R. Daniel Mann 

Question: On Erev Pesach, I will be in a small 

Jewish community that will not have a siyum. Is it 

permitted for me – a bechor4 – to break the ta’anit 

bechorot5 based on a siyum6 in which I “participate” 

via Skype?  

Answer: In the context of the halacha not to fast 

throughout the month of Nisan, Massechet Sofrim7 

states that an exception is that bechorot fast on Erev 

Pesach. The Tur8 Orach Chayim 470. and Shulchan 

Aruch9 Orach Chayim 470:1. cite this practice as 

normative, and the Tur explains that it is in 

commemoration of the miracle that the Jewish 

firstborns were saved in Egypt. 

The idea that one may eat at a seudat mitzva and 

thereby cancel the fast is debated among the 

Acharonim. The Magen Avraham10 does not allow 

firstborns to eat even at a brit mila on Erev Pesach. 

The Mishna Berura11 reports, however, that the 

minhag in his time was to allow eating at seudot 

8 Orach Chayim 470. 
9 Orach Chayim 470:1. 
10 Ad loc. in the introduction to the siman. 
11 Ad loc. 10. 
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mitzva, including the meal at a siyum. The idea that a 

siyum meal can serve this role as a seudat mitzva is 

found in the Rama12 Orach Chayim 551:10. regarding 

the permissibility of eating meat and drinking wine at 

a seudat mitzva during the Nine Days. 

In these contexts, there is room to distinguish 

between those people who are the main individuals 

involved in the seudat mitzva, for whom the day is 

like a Yom Tov, and the other participants. For 

example, one who is a sandek on the day of his 

parent’s yahrtzeit may eat on that day, even if he 

ordinarily follows the minhag of fasting on that day, 

whereas a simple participant in the brit may not.13 

Mishna Berura 568:46. Similarly, even those who do 

not allow firstborns to eat at another’s seudat mitzva 

are lenient regarding a firstborn who serves as the 

mohel or sandek, as well as the father of the 

circumcised baby.14 In any event, the minhag is to 

allow all participants at a siyum to eat at the siyum’s 

meal, and as a result, to continue eating the rest of 

Erev Pesach.  

The simple logic for this leniency is that each 

individual’s participation makes the celebration more 

special, thus heightening the ba’al simcha’s15 event. 

Therefore, participation in the ba’al simcha’s meal is 

what is crucial regarding our discussion. Indeed, 

some allow even a firstborn who missed the siyum 

itself to take part in the seudat mitzva.16 Teshuvot 

V’Hanhagot II:210. Following the logic that it is the 

enhancement of the ba’al simcha’s event that 

matters, the Minchat Yitzchak17 says that even the 

Chavot Yair,18 Shut Chavot Yair 70. who rules that a 
meal held the day after the siyum was made is still 

considered a seudat mitzva, is discussing only a 

seuda in which the one who made the siyum 

participates.  

The gemara19 Shabbat 118b-119a. relates that Abaye 

was especially emotionally involved in the Torah 

successes of others, to the extent that he would make 

a party for the rabbis when a young scholar finished a 
massechet. Some20Az Nidberu XII:58. understand 

that the halachic status of such a party extends even 

to one who is not present at all at the celebration of 

the one who finished the Torah section; the vicarious 

joy of all those who are happy about the siyum is 

equivalent to their participation in the seudat mitzva. 

 
12 Orach Chayim 551:10. 
13 Mishna Berura 568:46. 
14 Ibid. 470:10. 
15 The person to whom the happy event is directly related. 
16 See Teshuvot V’Hanhagot II:210. 
17 VIII:45. 

The Minchat Yitzchak21 writes that according to this 

approach (which he discourages relying upon but 

considers legitimate), one can be considered a 

“participant” in the seudat mitzva even if he does not 

actually eat together with the main party. 

In most cases, it would not seem logical to consider 

one who “takes part” in a seudat mitzva via Skype as 

being a halachic participant, certainly in regards to 

increasing the simcha of the one who made the 

siyum. However, according to the approach that 

anyone connected to the siyum is entitled to celebrate 

his happiness due to the occasion, it is at least 

somewhat plausible to say that witnessing the event 
via Skype is sufficiently significant.  

A number of authorities take a surprisingly lenient 

approach about siyum standards for ta’anit 

bechorot,22 Az Nidberu and Teshuvot V’Hanhagot op. 

cit.; Yabia Omer, I, Orach Chayim 26, is quite 

stringent. relying heavily on the following two 

factors: 1) The fast is only a minhag. 2) For many 
people, fasting would have a significantly negative 

impact on the Seder. While not actually cancelling 

the minhag, some seem to lower the bar of who is 

included in the siyum, such that they enable almost 

anyone to eat. If one feels a need to be lenient, Skype 

participation can indeed be contemplated. If so, it is 

best to watch the siyum and celebrate it as a group, 

and/or to witness a siyum that brings one true simcha 

(e.g., based on one’s connection to the person or to 

the level of accomplishment). 

We now apply our past response to those under 

Coronavirus quarantine or limitation on gatherings if 

the present situation (as of the time of this writing) 

persists. There are important factors that indicate that 

it is fully permissible, even as a single participant, to 

eat based on remote participation in a siyum via live 

streaming. In the area of need, many people will be 

unable to take part in a siyum in person, which 

creates a she’at hadechak, as above. This is 

combined with the fact that doctors have raised 
reservations about the advisability of fasting during 

the time of a serious infectious outbreak.  

On a more positive note, such remote participation in 

a siyum has much more power than usual. While 

normally, such participation is abnormal, which 

18 Shut Chavot Yair 70. 
19 Shabbat 118b-119a. 
20 See Az Nidberu XII:58. 
21 IX:45. 
22 Including Az Nidberu and Teshuvot V’Hanhagot op. cit.; 

Yabia Omer, I, Orach Chayim 26, is quite stringent. 



CORONA MUSINGS 
 

© Copyright 2020 TorahMusings.com 30 

detracts from its efficacy, this is presently the “new 

(temporary) normal.” Furthermore, the one who 

makes the siyum will be fully aware of his remote 

participants, and he will be honored and touched to 

share his personal simcha with many others, instead 
of being limited to a small group where he is. The 

remote participants will also feel part of the simcha, 

as the light of Torah, which unites us at happy times, 

like the recent siyum hashas, unites us as well in 

difficult times.  

Undoubtedly then, taking part in such a siyum at this 

time is absolutely fine. In contrast, if one would have 

to break or even bend the instructions or advice of 
medical authorities and/or one’s rabbi, chas 

v’shalom, to take part in a siyum in person, that is 

unacceptable.   

RESH LAKISH’S ABIDING LESSON FOR A 

TIME OF PAIN AND SUFFERING 

March 24, 2020 

by R. Basil Herring 

Parshas Vayikra, Adar 5780 

We are all living through a very challenging and 

fearful time. Even those of us who are normally 

blessed to enjoy real Emunah and Bitachon (faith and 

trust in Hashem) are challenged and tested as never 

before. Yet it is especially in such a time there is 

much that we can and should draw upon in the words 

and teachings of our Holy Torah and the Sages of 

blessed memory, throughout the generations. 

As a starting point, there is a remarkable pasuk in 

Parshas Vayikra that contains a powerful message of 

strength and resilience. In discussing the sacrifices, 

the Torah (loosely translated) tells us “You shall put 

salt on every meal offering; do not remove the salt of 

the covenant of Your God from all your meal 

offerings; you must put salt on all of your sacrifices 

(Vayikra 2:13).” Why must we put salt on every 

sacrifice? And why is it called “the salt of the 

covenant of your God?” 

Now the Gemara Berachot 5a records the following 

comment by the great Amora Resh Lakish: “In this 

verse God’s covenant refers to the salt that 

accompanies sacrifices, just as another pasuk does at 

the end of Devarim after describing the great 

suffering of the Tochacha that will come upon the 

people of Israel, when it says ‘These are the words of 

the covenant that God commanded Moshe (Devarim 
28:69).’ This analogy teaches us the following 

lesson: just as God’s covenant of salt has the effect of 

sweetening (i.e. improving) the raw meat of a 

sacrifice, so too can God’s covenant of suffering have 

the effect of purifying us of our shortcomings.” 

I believe that with these words Resh Lakish is giving 

all of us a beautiful and uplifting message to help 

deal with the challenges that we are all facing at this 

moment. First of all, we must recall what the Jewish 

people were living through in the third century in the 

Land of Israel in the days of Resh Lakish. The Beis 

Hamikdash had been utterly destroyed; Jews in their 

masses had been killed, tortured, exiled and enslaved 

throughout the Roman Empire for over a century. 

Those who remained in Israel were in desperate 
straits after the Bar Kochba revolt had been crushed 

by the Roman legions. Reish Lakish himself had been 

forced out of abject poverty to sell himself as a 

gladiator, facing horrible death and maiming at any 

moment. He surely could have simply given up all 

hope, or rejected God, or turned away from Torah 

and mitzvos in anger, bitterness or despair. But he did 

none of that. Instead he did what Jews of faith have 

always done. He asked himself how his and his 

people’s pain and suffering could make him and them 

into better people and better Jews. He knew that 
while we can never understand God’s ways, we do 

know that when God allows suffering to happen, and 

that when it does happen, our challenge becomes to 

find ways to use that experience so that we become 

better people than we were before. That is, to identify 

and embrace a purpose to our predicament that will 

give our lives a larger meaning and reason to 

persevere and overcome what is before us. This why 

Resh Lakish used the analogy of salt – for while (as 

the popular saying puts it) putting salt on a wound 

increases the momentary pain, the salt on the meat of 

a sacrifice improves (or “sweetens”) the food that 
results. He taught us that no matter what we are going 

through we must see both sides of the salt equation, 

and to tap into the inner strengths that we all have 

within us, especially we Jews who are the fortunate 

and blessed beneficiaries of God’s unbreakable 

covenant with our people. 

It is at times like this that we can all find the inner 
strengths that we never thought we had. To mention 

just a few examples, we can put aside our 

“smallness” and instead embrace our potential 

greatness. We can think less about our own needs and 

more about what others more vulnerable than we, are 

experiencing, and then do what we can about it. In 

light of what we are experiencing now, the in 

securities, the deprivations both current and potential, 

we can seriously contemplate all of the blessings that 

we have enjoyed day after day at the hand of God, 

year after year, but that we have never properly 



CORONA MUSINGS 
 

© Copyright 2020 TorahMusings.com 31 

appreciated. Most especially, and at the very least, we 

can truly appreciate the miraculous good health and 

protection from disease that He has showered on us 

ceaselessly, every minute of every day. And given 

the unaccustomed time that many of us now have, we 
can appreciate and practice the uplifting and 

empowering power of sustained and meditative 

petitionary tefilla with a deeper and more sincere 

kavana in a way that we’ve perhaps never done 

before. 

If we will set our minds and hearts to hearing and 

following Reish Lakish’s example with sincerity and 

sensitivity, then with God’s and each other’s help, we 
will soon look back at this moment not just with 

relief, but with gratitude for having shown the 

resilience and strength to become better people, more 

faithful Jews, and more beloved of God. 

UNKNOWN UNKNOWNS AND THE 

CORONAVIRUS 

March 24, 2020 

by R. Gidon Rothstein 

Unknown Unknowns: A Jewish Version of 

Confronting Coronavirus Creatively 

Rambam opens the Laws of Fasts with a passage 

many people today find uncomfortable for its 

forthright certainty hard times hit communities 

(individuals is a more complex story, depending on 

our understanding of divine providence) because of 

sins they commit. Let’s leave his idea for next time, 

when I hope to suggest a way to engage with 

Rambam’s view productively, find a way we can hear 
him as he meant to be heard, the recognition of the 

source of the trouble as a way to a quicker salvation. 

For this time, I want to build on the almost universal 

instinct among Orthodox Jews, to face a time of crisis 

by doing better. Many who squirm or fire back at any 

implication troubles are a reaction to our sins are 

happy to heed calls to use a crisis as a stimulus to 

self-improvement. Great, let’s work with that. Next 
week, should Gd not yet have relieved us of this 

plague, we can grapple with Rambam and tradition. 

Calls to improve seem to me to focus on a predictable 

(and narrow) set of practices. Study more Torah, pray 

with more attention, be more kind to each other, give 

charity, reach out to those in need, find ways to 

greater love and unity. On the flip side, I hear us 

adjured to avoid misdeeds in how we treat each other, 
particularly lashon hara, slanderous speech. 

To explain my discomfort with those efforts, I recall 

Donald Rumsfeld’s famous comment during the 

second Iraq war, where he distinguished known 

knowns, known unknowns, and unknown unknowns. 

To adapt it to service of Gd, there are areas where we 
already do well but could do better, where we know 

we are acting badly or wrongly but have not yet 

managed to overcome ourselves, and then there are 

unknown unknowns, the areas we do not even yet 

realize we should be striving to achieve or seeking to 

avoid. 

I am suggesting we err in sticking to the knowns, the 

usual suspects of where we’re not as good as we 
could or should be, or have not yet conquered what 

we know we ought. All true, especially because they 

are areas where almost every society needs to 

improve. Except if all we need is a bit more of that or 

less of the other to earn salvation, wouldn’t it be odd 

for Gd to step so outside our normal paths and bring a 

time of such danger? 

Extraordinary trouble seems to me to call for 

extraordinary measures. Faced with a threat plausibly 

catastrophic, daunted by the possibility of illness and 

death at fearsome scales, we are in the market for a 

way to show Gd we have changed radically enough 

to merit (or to engage Gd’s compassion in such a way 

as to lead to) a sea change in the course of the world. 

We see the future we expect, and find it daunting, 

perhaps terrifying. A bit more this or that, I am 

suggesting, won’t do the trick. 

Maybe you disagree, and if you are confident Torah, 

tefilla, hessed, and tzedakah are all we need, keep 

calm and carry on. 

I myself believe extraordinary times call for 

extraordinary measures. Mori ve-rabi R. Lichtenstein 

zt”l somewhere described the experience of reading 
the Rav’s Lonely Man of Faith (I think) for the first 

time. It wasn’t that he and the people he knew hadn’t 

had those ideas, he wrote, they hadn’t thought in such 

terms. I propose we look for the unknown unknowns, 

the areas of service of Gd we haven’t begun to realize 

we need to address. 

I cannot be very specific, because it will look like 
finger-pointing; I recently saw the Sanzer Rebbe 

quoted as saying his tradition was not to point out 

others’ flaws, but to look to his and his community’s 

own. I mean to follow his advice; I am here to 

suggest each Jew, each community of Jews, can find 

examples, areas of obligation they have not 

considered as much as tradition tells them they 

should, or violations they have not put on the agenda 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/There_are_known_knowns
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(in many shuls I have been in, talking during services 

would be a relatively uncontroversial example). 

My point is we should try to think different, as the 

Apple Computers commercial used to tell us. If our 

solution to all troubles is the same, it means we’re 

locked into the same way of thinking that brought us 

here. The way out isn’t more of what got us here. 

Think of the Jews of Yeshayahu’s time, for an 

example distant enough I hope no one can take 
personal affront. Despite calls from multiple 

prophets, they remained insistent sacrifices was the 

way to salvation, regardless of their idolatry, 

regardless of their mistreatment of the poor and 

defenseless of their society, perhaps murder of such 

people. Yet they gathered to fast and pray to Gd in 

times of trouble. 

Poignantly or distressingly, they never learned the 
lesson. Yirmiyahu tells us after the Mikdash was 

destroyed—after the Jews had stayed on their faulty 

path all the way to what had been to them an 

inconceivable destruction—the remnant insisted on 

moving to Egypt despite Yirmiyahu telling them Gd 

had said they should stay, and then in Egypt insisted 

worshipping their old idols was the best path to 

success. 

Idolatry exists today, too, although in less obvious 

ways than I could point to here; the example aside, 

we can imagine Jews who have adopted a completely 

wrong version of the religion, have come to insist 

some proposition the religion adamantly opposes is 

actually true. Faced with a time of trouble, would 

they (would we, to the extent it is true of any of us) 

accept the need to change their framework? 

For most of us, the unknowns unknowns aren’t as 

radical as all that. But we do, individually and 

communally make decisions about how Gd wants us 

to act, and I have met many people, from across the 

spectrum of observance, who focus on this to the 

exclusion of that. Talmud Torah, hessed, prayer, 

community building, all good, each have their place 

in an observant life. To the extent we have the 

energy, we should do more. But what are the blank 

spaces we’re not even considering? 

Each community and individual has favorites sins to 

work harder at eradicating as well (I have heard 

important rabbis who focus on sexual propriety, 

others on lashon hara, others on details of Shabbat 

observance—what we focus on always leaves out 

other things). The Jews of the First Temple rejected 

the nevi’im’s call to put aside sins we today consider 

elementary. For them, the certainty sacrifice would 

please Gd blinded them to more significant problems. 

What about us? What’s a clearly Jewish 

value/obligation/commandment not yet on our plates? 

I propose those are the significant questions of the 

day—what framework changes could we make, 

where our Father in Heaven would see how we had 

changed and remove this plague (as the people of 

Nineveh found their way to doing)? What’s enough 

to say, before, I/we was/were this, and now I/we 

am/are something else, remade people, with a broader 

and fuller approach to the world, in more ways Gd 

wanted us to inhabit it. 

When I was a yeshiva student, a man came around 

YU every year, who had been waging a decades-long 

effort to convince married women to go to mikveh 

(and had succeeded so well by my time there, it 

didn’t seem as much of an issue). Were there such a 

woman today, a time of trouble would be a good time 

to think, hmmm, I’ve never done this mikveh thing 
before, maybe now’s the time to try. Or keeping 

Shabbat for the nonobservant. We each, as 

individuals and communities, need to find our 

mikveh, our Shabbat. 

In those answers—answers not already on our 

horizons—lie a key way to quicker salvation. I 

believe, hope, and pray. 

HOW CAN WE GROW FROM THIS CRISIS? 

March 17, 2020 

by R. Dovid Gottlieb 

Divrei Hitorerut, adapted from the original Hebrew, 

offered by R. Dovid Gottlieb in Kehillat Ha’Ela, this 

past Friday night, Shabbat Parshat Ki Tisa. 

In lieu of the regular devar halacha, I would like to 

speak to you, my dear friends, about the current 
situation, as we – along with the rest of the world – 

deal with the Coronavirus. This talk will be a little 

longer than usual, but these are devarim ha’yotzim 

min ha-lev, words that come from the heart, and I 

pray that they will be nichnasim el ha-lev, that they 

will enter your hearts as well. 

Obviously, I do not know why this is happening, but 

as religious people it is our responsibility to look for 
lessons that we can learn from this crisis and use 

those lessons to make ourselves into better people. 

Many darshanim have explained that the phrase 

“kove’a itim le’torah” can be understood al derech 
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ha-derush, homiletically, as saying when you want to 

understand what is happening – the “itim” – then look 

“le’torah,” to the current Parsha. In that spirit, I 

would like to suggest three lessons that relate to our 

current situation which we can learn from parshat Ki 
Tisa. 

When Moshe came down from the mountain with the 

luchot sheniyot, the Second Tablets, the verse 

famously describes that “karan ohr panav,” Moshe’s 

face radiated light (Shemot 34:29). The Midrash 

(Shemot Rabbah 47:6), which describes this light as 

“karnei hod,” “rays of glory,” asks: what is the 

source of Moshe’s light? When Moshe went up to 
receive the Torah he did not yet have these karnei 

hod, so where did the light come from? 

The Midrash gives a few answers, but the final 

explanation – amazingly – is that there was ink 

leftover in the quill that Moshe used to write the 

Torah and this ink, drizzled over Moshe’s head, was 

the source of the light that radiated from his face. 

While accepting this explanation, the Ohr Ha-Chayim 

points out that it raises a new question: Why was 

there extra ink? Obviously, Hakadosh Baruch Hu 

knew how much ink was needed to write the Torah 

and could have filled the quill with exactly the right 

amount of ink. Is it possible that Hakadosh Baruch 

Hu made a mistake in His calculation?! 

The Ohr Ha-Chayim answers that, in fact, there was 

the exact right amount of ink in the quill, but when 

Moshe wrote the Torah he deliberately left out one 

letter. When the verse (Bamidbar 12:3) says that 

Moshe was “anav me’od mi’kol ha-adam asher al 

penei ha-adamah,” more humble than anyone else on 

the face of the earth, the word anav – humble – 

should have been spelled with a yud (ayin, nun, yud, 

vav) but Moshe could not bring himself to spell the 
word in it’s “full” form and therefore he wrote it – 

and so it is still written in every Torah – without the 

yud. Thus, it was the miniscule amount of ink from 

the missing letter yud in the word anav that was the 

source of the light. The Ohr Ha-Chayim explains that 

the deeper message being conveyed by the Midrash is 

that it was Moshe’s profound humility – symbolized 

by the extra ink from the word anav – which caused 

his face to radiate with a special glow; the ultimate 

source of Moshe’s greatness and his light was his 

modesty. 

To me it seems that the first and most important 

lesson – and it is a painful one – that we are learning 

from this challenge is the lesson of humility. It is 

human nature, especially in our generation, to feel 

like we understand and that we are in control. We all 

do our hishtadlut, we plan, and we expect certain 

outcomes. But that has all changed now. Whether it is 

our health or our parnasah, none of us can be as sure 

of the future as we thought we could be, even just 

one week ago. 

That’s scary, but more importantly it should be 

humbling since – and this we must believe and we 

must never forget – in reality, it was in Hakadosh 

Baruch Hu’s hands last week and it is still in His 

hands, just as much as it always was. Our future was 

always ultimately in His hands, nothing has changed 

except for the fact that now we realize it. This plague 

has humbled us and it has reminded us all who is 
really in charge. We should all use this challenging 

time to develop our own karnei hod. 

A second lesson can be learned from an incredible 

insight of the Sefat Emet (Ki Tisa – Parah 5631). 

After the Sin of the Golden Calf Moshe prayed to 

Hashem to save the Jewish people and once the 

people were forgiven Moshe went back up the 
mountain for another forty days and nights to receive 

the luchot sheniyot, the Second Tablets. But why did 

Moshe need to spend another forty days learning the 

Torah when he had already learned it all the first time 

that he ascended Mount Sinai? If Moshe already 

learned the entire Torah during the time that he 

received the First Tablets, why did he need so much 

time on the mountain again? Why not just go up the 

mountain, get the luchot sheniyot and come right 

down? 

The Sefat Emet quotes his grandfather, the 

Chiddushei HaRim, who maintains that Moshe 

needed forty more days because he actually needed to 

learn the entire Torah anew. He explains that while 

Moshe was completely righteous the first time he 

received the luchot, the second time he was on an 

even higher level because he was now a ba’al 

teshuva, a repentant Jew. As the Gemara Sanhedrin 

(99a) famously teaches, the “place” where a ba’al 

teshuva “stands” is beyond even where even the 
righteous “stand” (cf. Rambam, Hilchot Teshuva 

7:4). Apparently – and amazingly – according to the 

Chiddushei HaRim, once a person is on a higher level 

he must relearn the Torah previously learned at this 

new and higher level. 

However, the Sefat Emet poses a difficult question on 

this explanation: how could Moshe reach the level of 
a ba’al teshuva if he did not sin with the Golden Calf 

and, therefore, had no need to do teshuva? The Sefat 

Emet answers that Moshe was so thoroughly 

connected to the Jewish people that he totally 

identified with their experiences; what happened to 
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them, happened to him. Moshe exemplified the 

character trait of empathy, what Chazal call “nose 

be’ol im chavero,” and therefore, when the people 

sinned Moshe identified with them to such an extent 

that he felt he too needed to do teshuva. As a result of 
his incredible empathy Moshe repented and became a 

ba’al teshuva who needed to invest another forty days 

to receive the Torah in a new way. 

Moshe’s empathy is something that we see 

throughout his life and career. Just to give one 

example, the very first thing we read about Moshe 

actively doing is when went he left the safety of 

palace and went to where the Jewish slaves were, 
“va’yar besivlotam,” and he saw their burdens. Rashi, 

quoting the Midrash, adds that “natan einav ve’libo 

lehiyot meitzar aleihem,” 

He not only saw them, but Moshe truly felt their pain. 

Moshe’s empathy is something that we should try to 

emulate at all times, but it is absolutely critical during 

an eit tzarah like we are currently experiencing. 

There are many people who are suffering and if we 

are Baruch Hashem and bli ayin hara not sick, we 

must still feel the pain and fear of the people who are 

sick and their families. And we cannot forget the 

financial impact of this plague. There are many 

people in Israel and around the world who are losing 

all or much of their livelihoods and we must be nose 

be’ol. When we can help, then we must help. But 
even when we cannot help, we must always be able 

to empathize and feel other people’s pain. 

A third and final message comes from the Torah’s 

presentation of the mitzvah of Shabbat, as it appears 

near the at the end of the first aliyah in our parsha 

(34:11). Moshe is told to instruct the nation that, 

“Just observe my Sabbaths (shabbtotai), for it is a 

sign (ot) between Me and you for your generations.” 

The HaKetav Ve’Ha-Kabbalah points out that there is 

an inconsistency in the verse, since it begins by 

referring to the Sabbath in plural, shabbtotai, but then 

describes it in the singular, ot, as a single sign of the 

relationship between God and the Jewish people. The 

HaKetav Ve’Ha-Kabbalah suggests that this 

inconsistency actually provides a profound insight 
into nature of the Sabbath. He explains that there are 

really two forms of rest on Shabbat, rest from 

physical activity as well as “resting” our minds from 

thinking about the daily grind and material concerns. 

The two forms of rest are intended to work together, 

as the goal of resting from physical labor is so that 

hopefully we will have time and energy for the main 

purpose of Shabbat, to focus on spiritual matters. The 

verse uses the term shabbtotai, in plural, to allude to 

the two types of rest, but then refers to them both as 

an ot, in the singular, to show that they are connected 

and that they really are one. 

To a great degree, our regular schedule and work life 

is being impacted by the Coronavirus. We are being 

forced to withdraw – some of us more than others – 

from work and our regular material pursuits. This 

“shabbat” from our regular workload will not be 

limited to Shabbat – some amount of “shabbat” will 

be continuing on Sunday and Monday and for who 

knows how long. It is not what we would have 

wanted, obviously, but if one “shabbat” is being 

forced upon us then the best thing we can do is 
embrace the second “shabbat” as well, focusing more 

on spiritual matters and working on making ourselves 

into better people. 

So much of what is happening is out of our control, 

but what is in our hands is our tefillah, limud Torah 

and ma’asim tovim. Chazal teach, “ha-kol bi’yedei 

shamayim chutz me’yirat shamayim” – now is the 
time when we need to focus on our emunah and 

bitachon, our faith and trust in Hakadosh Baruch Hu, 

and do whatever can to deepen our general 

connection to Him. 

These are just a few thoughts and suggestions that 

occurred to me. I am sure there are others, and they 

are all important. But I believe that working on our 

humility, empathy, and an overall greater focus on 
the spiritual parts of our lives, is at the very least, a 

good place to start. 

“Va’yomer im shamoa tishma le’kol Hashem 

elokecha,” God tells us that if we will diligently 

listen to His voice, “ve’ha-yashar be’einav ta’aseh 

ve’ha-azanta ve’shamarta kol chukav,” and we do 

what is just in His eyes and observe His 

commandments, “kol ha-machalah asher samti 
Be’Mitzrayim lo asim alecha,” then any of the 

diseases that God places on Egypt He will not place 

upon you, “ki ani Hashem rofecha,” because, He 

says, “I am Hashem, your healer. (Shemot 15:26) 

May it be the will of our Father in Heaven that in the 

merit of our increased prayers, mitzvot, Torah study, 

and unity, that all of us and the entire world merit 

salvation and a complete recovery. 

BE’ITAH AHISHENAH: THOUGHTS ON HOW 

LONG THE CORONAVIRUS WILL LAST 

March 17, 2020 

by R. Gidon Rothstein 

I usually use this space to summarize ideas of R. 
Yitzhak Arama’s from Akedat Yitzhak, his massive 
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and magisterial Torah commentary/philosophical 

opus. As I thought about doing so this week, a talk I 

once heard from mori ve-rabi R. Aharon 

Lichtenstein, zt”l, rang in my ears. I no longer 

remember the occasion, but he referred to Ta’anit 
11a, where a baraita speaks of a person who has 

plenty of food during a time of famine, and goes 

home, eats and drinks, and says shalom alekha 

nafshi, all is well for me. During times of trouble for 

the community (and all the more so the world), 

continuing on as if nothing has changed wrongly 

ignores events. 

Instead, I am going to share a thought I hope might 
contribute to how we grapple with the current 

trouble, and to do so all the weeks until the time of 

za’am ends (a time period I leave undefined, for 

reasons I will make clear). As a first foray, let’s 

consider how we speak about the length of time this 

coronavirus will last. 

Sanhedrin 98a tells us R. Alexandrai noted R. 
Yehoshu’a b. Levi was bothered by an oxymoron in 

Yeshayahu 60;22, the final verse of the haftarah for 

Parashat Ki Tavo. Hashem promises to bring 

blessings be-itah ahishenah, literally, in its time I 

will hurry it. To resolve the contradiction, R. 

Yehoshu’a b. Levi said zakhu, ahishenah, lo zakhu, 

be-ito, if the Jewish people merit it, Hashem will 

bring it swiftly, if not, in its time. 

The same applies to all salvations, we should 

remember. Faced with a terrifying plague, where 

reasonable experts worry about millions of 

fatalities—and significantly more if hospitals are 

overrun with critical patients—we can seek comfort 

and security in either of two extremes. Some might 

say all we need is Hashem, all we need to do is be 

confident of Hashem’s help, pray to Hashem, study 

more Torah, do more mitzvot, salvation will come. 

Others flee to the perceived safety of the narrative of 

the world as we know it, the predictions made by 

those who study the patterns we call nature. Because 

they are usually right, even almost always right, we 

can fall into thinking our only hope lies with 

following the directives of doctors, epidemiologists, 

or public health officials. The more stringently we 

obey them, we think, the more likely we will come 

through this as unscathed as possible. 

Rambam at the beginning of Hilkhot De’ot, Laws of 

Character, reminded us of the value and importance 

of the middle path in just about all contexts; 

similarly, Kohelet 7;18 reminds us, tov asher te’ehoz 

ba-zeh, ve-gam mi-zeh al tanah yadekha, loosely, it’s 

good to be stringent both ways. Here, too, I suggest a 

small way we can contribute to bringing a quicker 

end to the crisis is by remembering the correct 

elements in both sides, depending on be-itah or 

ahishenah, on whether Hashem continues to let 

regular patterns operate, or whether we merit a 
quicker resolution than imaginable to those restricted 

only to seeing the world as solely natural. 

Hashem can stop this plague, we should remember, 

on a dime, tomorrow morning, if only we merit it. If, 

Gd protect us, we have not yet merited it next week, I 

hope to share some ideas about how we can boost our 

merits in ways most likely to contribute to salvation. 

Here, I want to start with how we speak. 

In In His Mercy, mori ve-rabi R. Ezra Bick alerted us 

to the power of how we speak about Hashem. He was 

explaining why the Jewish people’s reciting the 

Thirteen Attributes of Mercy always lead to some 

salvation by Gd. Our speaking of Gd, R. Bick 

maintains, increases the Divine Presence in the 

world. In so doing, we merit better than otherwise. 

Following R. Bick, I suggest here we make an effort 

to be more conscious about how we speak about the 

length and outcomes of this plague. The CDC and 

other experts will opine, such as “we need to close 

schools for eight weeks,” and I trust they are telling 

us what they can best see, based on the information 

they have. I propose the Jewish people can do a 

service to the world—all Jews people, not just 
rabbanim who already speak this way—by altering 

our vocabulary, by repeatedly saying “Gd willing, the 

plague will end very soon (even tomorrow), but if it 

doesn’t…” 

I know I hoped and hope to be in Eretz Yisrael for 

Pesah, although it is looking less and less likely. As 

our family begins to plan to be in exile for the 

holiday, I continue to say (in my head and out loud), 
“if Gd’s salvation, which can come ke-heref ayin, in 

the blink of an eye, does not come, then…” 

Changing how we speak can itself be a part of the 

puzzle, and it’s the first part I thought to share. We 

articulate our belief Hashem can end this plague 

faster than naturally imaginable, and hope and pray 

(not expect—I don’t in any way mean we can force 
or guarantee a desired outcome, only that it is a way 

we can pray it will, can hope Hashem will credit 

enough to shift the course of the disease), to merit or 

experience meritless compassion, bringing a 

remarkable and remarkably faster salvation than the 

world around us can conceive. Ve-khen yehi ratzon. 

 

https://www.amazon.com/His-Mercy-Understanding-Thirteen-Midot/dp/1613290020


CORONA MUSINGS 
 

© Copyright 2020 TorahMusings.com 36 

WHY DO EPIDEMICS HAPPEN? 

March 16, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

Throughout history, epidemics have caused death and 

disruption in varying scales, some massive but most 
local. Why do they happen and how should we 

respond? As would be expected of this not 

uncommon experience, the Sages of the Talmud 

discuss this issue. In 1576, Rav Moshe of Trani 

(Mabit) in Israel published his philosophical work 

Beis Elokim, in which he explores the concepts of 

prayer, repentance and fundamental beliefs. Within 

his discussion of prayer, he devotes a section to 

epidemics in Jewish thought (Beis Elokim, Sha’ar 

Ha-Tefillah ch. 16). In particular, he also addresses 

the seeming contradiction between divine causes and 

scientific causes, a contradiction which loomed large 
even based on the pre-modern science of his times. 

I. Why Epidemics? 

Mabit begins by quoting the Talmud. The Mishnah 
(Ta’anis 18b-19a) prescribes fast days or special 

prayers for a variety of communal woes, including 

pestilence (plague or epidemic), collapsing buildings, 

dangerous beasts and enemy warriors. Why do 

fasting and praying help? Mabit explains that these 

are all messages from God about our spiritual flaws, 

our lackings, our sins. God sends us these messages 

so that we respond appropriately — changing 

ourselves through repentance and prayer so God 

mercifully saves us. 

This might be obvious, Mabit continues, when a 

Jewish city or neighborhood is solely affected. But 

when Jews and gentiles live together, and particularly 

when Jews are a minority, the troubles could be due 

to the sins of other people, not the Jewish 

community. Over the centuries, this kind of thinking 

has led Jews in the Diaspora to refrain from fasting 

when troubles like those listed above arise. However, 

even if true, we would not be affected if we did not 

deserve the punishment. The Torah (Lev. 26:6) 
promises that in a righteous age, “neither shall a 

sword go through your land.” The Gemara (Ta’anis 

22b) says that this refers to “a sword of peace.” Mabit 

explains that this means a sword between other 

nations, an army out to fight another nation and not 

us. This means that if we experience the collateral 

pain of other nations fighting each other, it is because 

we do not merit this blessing due to our sins. 

Therefore, we should always respond to communal 

woes of the nature we are discussing with repentance 

and prayer. 

However, Mabit adds, for technical reasons he thinks 

that the biblical commandment to pray in response to 

communal trouble applies only when the trouble 

faces Jews alone. In such circumstances, the entire 

episode demonstrates divine providence. A trouble 
befalls the Jewish community, they repent and pray, 

and the trouble dissolves immediately. However, 

throughout our exile, divine providence operates in a 

hidden mode. Even though our troubles are sent by 

God, they arrive in a way that those affected can deny 

their divine origin. People can plausibly, if 

incorrectly, suggest that these troubles are due to 

chance or nature, and even that their resolution is also 

due to chance. The lack of clarity to the onlooker 

constitutes hester panim, the hidden face of God 

(Deut. 31:17). 

II. How Do We Respond? 

However, Mabit continues, a person must know in 

his heart that everything that happens to him is from 

God. He guides us even more in exile than when 
living in Israel, but does so in hidden ways so that the 

skeptic has room to question divine providence. This 

is highlighted by the three main differences between 

exilic and biblical epidemics. In the Bible, divine 

plagues occurred immediately and stopped abruptly 

when people repented (“and the plague was stayed,” 

Num. 25:8), and they only applied to adults. In 

contrast, Mabit says, his contemporary epidemics 

grew over time. Many of those afflicted healed and 

survived, and the majority of those who succumbed 

were innocent children. Biblical punishments 

displayed unequivocally divine providence because 
they occurred at the time of sin, affected the sinners 

directly and cleared immediately on repentance. In 

our prolonged exile, divine providence is hidden and 

therefore epidemics cannot show clearly the divine 

hand behind them. We do not know why some people 

are affected while others are not. Only when looking 

at the long trend of history can we see the clear 

divine providence over the Jewish people. 

This is why epidemics and other troubles allow for 

scientific explanation. It’s not that the science is 

wrong — it is correct to the best of our knowledge 

but it does not explain why the scientific possibility 

of an epidemic became a reality. God can start or 

prevent an epidemic and save us from it after it 

begins. Mabit says that it is our job to extinguish the 

epidemic through charity (“charity saves from death”, 

Prov. 10:2), repentance and good deeds. Now, as we 

face our own epidemic that differs from those in the 

Mabit’s day (children seem to be largely protected in 
a biblical way), we must find ways to donate to 

charity remotely and to help our neighbors in any 
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way we can. We need to improve our actions, do 

mitzvos more carefully, and pray. Mabit adds that the 

ketores incense offering in the Temple guarded 

against epidemics (Num. 17:12-13). While we cannot 

bring the actual ketores, we can fulfill it by learning 
its laws. Therefore, Mabit says, we should recite the 

pitum ha-ketores twice daily (found in the siddur at 

the end of Shabbos morning services). 

If God-willing we merit the “flattening of the curve” 

as the epidemic plateaus, we will know that our 

charity, prayers and good deeds pushed away the 

divine decree. 

DO EPIDEMICS KILL? 

March 9, 2020 

by R. Gil Student 

I. Should You Flee? 

While the currently growing epidemic of Coronavirus 

is not dangerous for most people who are not in high 

risk categories, we can still ask whether any epidemic 

or plague poses a life-threatening danger. After all, 
God determines on Rosh Hashanah who will live or 

die in the upcoming year. Someone who is judged for 

life should presumably survive any epidemic. This 

question has practical implications. Is it permissible 

or even obligatory to flee from a city suffering from 

an epidemic? This was very relevant in pre-modern 

times when poor hygiene allowed disease to spread 

quickly. Even in a global epidemic today, maybe you 

can flee to a more isolated location, perhaps self-

quarantine or to a cabin in the woods, although that 

kind of isolation will result in other religious and 
social trade-offs. Setting that aside, we can ask 

whether this will work or God find other messengers 

to fulfill the divine decree. 

In Shulchan Arukh (Yoreh De’ah 115:5), Rema 

writes that you should flee a city in which there is a 

plague. However, he does not explain why. Pischei 

Teshuvah (no. 8) and Darkhei Teshuvah (no. 95) cite 

as support for this ruling a responsum from the 15th 
century Algerian Torah scholar, Rashbash (Rav 

Shlomo ben Shimon Duran, son of Rashbatz). To 

understand this ruling, we need to explore the power 

of the Rosh Hashanah decree and its exceptions, if 

any – although keeping in mind that we are looking 

at the hashkafah aspect and not encouraging fleeing 

or other kinds of panic in this situation. 

The Gemara (Kesubos 30a) states that everything is 
in the hands of Heaven except for cold and heat, 

because we can cool and warm ourselves to 

counteract the environment. Therefore, we sometimes 

(so, Rashi) suffer from heat or cold due to our own 

negligence in preparation. Tosafos (ad loc., sv. ha-kol 

biydei) point out that this does not mean that we 

should fail to protect ourselves from other dangers, 
since they are in the hands of Heaven. If one walks 

under a shaky wall, one risks the wall falling on him. 

Rather, such cases of negligence – or even r”l suicide 

– are always in mortal hands. The Gemara is only 

discussing uncontrollable dangers and stating that 

cold and heat fall within the category of controllable. 

Rav Elchanan Wasserman (Kovetz Ma’amarim, p. 

47) infers from this discussion that Tosafos consider 
suicide to be entirely within human control. Even if 

God decrees that a person will live throughout the 

year, the person still retains the ability to commit 

suicide. Rav Wasserman then proposes an alternate 

approach. 

II. Divine Decree 

Rambam (Mishneh Torah, Hilkhos Teshuvah 6:5) 

asks why the Egyptians were punished for enslaving 

the Jews when they were merely fulfilling God’s 

decree. He answers that while someone would have 

fulfilled God’s decree and subdued the Jews, the 

Egyptians did not have to be the ones to do it. They 

were not forced to commit the evil and therefore they 

were punished for it. 

Ramban (Gen. 15:14) disagrees. It is true that if God 

decrees that someone will die in the upcoming year, 

whoever kills him is guilty of a crime even though he 

is fulfilling God’s decree. However, a prophecy is 

different. The fulfillment of a prophecy is a mitzvah. 

The Egyptians were punished because they were 

overly severe; they went beyond the decree. 

Rav Wasserman highlights Ramban’s statement that 

a murderer fulfills God’s decree but is still guilty of a 

sin. This murderer took a life that was not his to take, 

and therefore must be punished. So too, he argues, 

someone who commits suicide fulfills God’s decree 

that he will die but is still guilty of a heinous crime. 

Suicide is murder, the unlawful taking of a life that is 

not his to take. Ironically and tragically, someone 

who commits suicide would have had his desire 
fulfilled in a non-sinful way, if only he had waited. 

Rav Wasserman also quotes Rabbeinu Bachya Ibn 

Pakuda (Chovos Ha-Levavos, Bitachon, ch. 4) who 

specifically says that one who commits suicide, like 

other murderers, is guilty of a terrible sin even 

though the death is pre-ordained by God. He means 

that someone who is judged as deserving death in the 

upcoming year will die, one way or another. 
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Therefore, someone who commits suicide is fulfilling 

God’s decree foolishly and sinfully – he will die 

anyway but now he will also be guilty for the murder. 

(Of course, we are setting aside the issue of mental 

illness. God’s judgment of sins committed due to 
mental illness is presumably compassionate and 

overflowing.) 

The question remains what the Ba’alei Ha-Tosafos 

were thinking. How can someone defy God’s decree 

of life on Rosh Hashanah? 

III. Four Kinds of Deaths 

A possible answer for Tosafos lies in a philosophical 

interpretation of a verse in 1 Samuel. Rav Sa’adiah 

Gaon (Emunos Ve-Dei’os 6:6) explains the widely 

accepted view among Medieval philosophers that a 

person’s lifespan is predetermined at birth but can 

vary for various reasons. Specifically, God will 
extend one’s life as a reward and shorten it as a 

punishment. Sometimes, someone righteous dies at a 

relatively young age that was actually later than he 

would have otherwise lived; his predetermined 

lifespan was actually extended. And someone wicked 

may die at a relatively old age that is younger than he 

would have otherwise lived. 

Rav Yehudah Ha-Levi (Kuzari 5:20) uses this to 

explain 1 Samuel 26:10, which reads: “David said, 

‘As God lives, God will strike him with illness, or his 

day will come and he will die, or he will go forth into 

battle and perish.” Kuzari sees three types of deaths 

discussed in this verse: 1) Miraculous death, 

unscheduled and caused by divine intervention, 2) 

Natural death, at a person’s set time and 3) 

Accidental death, caused by happenstance such as 

war. Kuzari adds another type: 4) Chosen death, 

suicide, which is not mentioned by the text because 

no sane person would choose it. Yet, Kuzari implies, 
a person can choose to die even when not divinely 

ordained. This is similar to Tosafos’ approach. 

Kuzari does not explain how his four-pronged theory 

of death relates to the divine decree on Rosh 

Hashanah. 

Rashbash (Rav Shlomo Ben Shimon Duran, 

Responsa Rashbash, no. 195) takes up this task. He 
was asked whether a person should flee a city 

suffering from a plague. If one’s fate is sealed on 

Rosh Hashanah, why bother running? If you are 

destined to live, you will no matter what you do. In a 

responsum quoted by later authorities mentioned 

above, Rashbash offers a three-pronged theory of the 

Rosh Hashanah decree. 

Some people receive a decree on Rosh Hashanah for 

life, and will survive any situation. Others are judged 

for death and will meet their fate, one way or another. 

These two types fall under the Kuzari‘s first and 

second types of death. However, some receive no 
decree for the year. These people are subject to the 

third and fourth types of death. Absent proper care, 

they may die. Or they may survive and even thrive. 

This third type, the people who receive no decree 

about this-worldly life or death, must flee a plague-

infested city. As opposed to those in the first two 

types, these people may be killed or even kill 

themselves. Since we do not know in which category 
we fall, we must be careful and act as if we are in the 

third. Similarly, the Torah (Deut. 20:5) exempts a 

groom from military service lest he be killed in 

battle. If his death is pre-ordained, he has no reason 

for concern. But if he is among this third type, he 

may die in battle despite his lack of such a decree. 

V. Summary 

What happens on Rosh Hashanah? According to 

Ramban and Chovos Ha-Levavos whom Rav 

Wasserman quote, everyone’s year is determined on 

Rosh Hashanah. On that day, God decides who will 

live and who will die over the upcoming year. It is 

theologically impossible for someone decreed for life 

to die from an epidemic. 

According to Rashbash, not everyone receives a 

judgment for life or death on Rosh Hashanah. For 

these people, death due to an epidemic is 

theologically possible, but we do not know who falls 

under this category. Therefore, we are required to 

take all appropriate precautions in a time of epidemic, 

including fleeing if that is a medically appropriate 

option. As stated above, we are only discussing the 

theory. In terms of practice, before making any 
practical decisions ask your rabbi who will 

incorporate the latest medical guidelines into his 

calculations. 

 


