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NOTE: THIS MAGAZINE REQUIRES GENIZAH. 

The Pillar around Which The FaiTh revolves

"... And thus, too, the remembrance of the Revelation at Mount Sinai. For the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, commanded us to remember constantly, and also warned us not to forget, and commanded us to 
teach it to our children so that they will grow up with knowledge of it. This is what it says (Devarim 
4:9–10): 'Only remember for yourself and greatly beware for your soul, lest you forget the things that 
your eyes have beheld, and lest you remove them from your heart, all the days of your life. And make 
them known to your children, and to your children's children — the day that you stood before Hashem, 
your G-d, at Choreiv ... '

"And it is fitting for you, our brothers, that you raise up your children on this great event, and 
that you tell over, among the congregation and the community, its greatness and its glory. Be-
cause this is the pillar around which the Faith revolves, and the proposition that proves its truth. 
And the greatness of this event is beyond all greatness, as the Holy One, Blessed Be He, extolled 
it, saying (Devarim 4:32–36):

" ' For ask now of the days past, which were before you, since the day that G-d created man upon 
the earth, and from one end of Heaven to the other: Has there ever been anything like this great thing, 
or has its like been heard? Did a People hear the Voice of G-d speaking out of the midst of the fire, as 
you have heard, and live? … From heaven, He caused you to hear His Voice, in order to teach you. And 
on earth, He caused you to see His great fire. And you heard His words from the midst of the fire ... '
And know, our brothers in this Covenant and in this presumption, that this great thing that was seen in 
reality, is attested to by the best of evidence. For there has been nothing like it before and there will be 
nothing like it after: that one People should hear, collectively, the Word of the Holy One, Blessed Be He, 
and should behold His Glory, eye to Eye. And this matter was so that the Faith be strengthened with 
such a strength that it not be changed in any way, that we attain such certainty that we can withstand 
times such as these, that no wrath or destruction come anew upon the Jews, Heaven forbid, when the 
hand of force has been empowered. For so it is written (Shemos 20:17): ' ... For in order to test you has 
G-d come, and in order that the fear of Him shall be on your faces, so that you shall not sin.' 

"That is to say, this Revelation was to give you strength to withstand every test that you encounter 
at the end of days, that your hearts not budge and that you not sin."

— Rabbeinu Moshe ben Maimon, Epistle to Yemen
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A battle against minim, 
heretics, brought Chazal to 
abolish the daily recitation 
of the Ten Commandments. 
What is the connection 
between that and standing 
during the reading of the 
Ten Commandments? Do 
we still need to be sensitive 
to this today? This, and 
more, in the following essay

Old Mikveh in Speyer
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Aseres HAdibros
— To stand or Not to stand?

community, who corrected and changed a 
number of the customs that they’d been used 
to, that hadn’t been in accordance with 
halachah. 

Among other changes, he instructed 
them not to stand during the reading of the 
Aseres HaDibros, and instructed them that 
they should rebuke anyone who wanted to 
stand — because this custom is among the 
ways of the minim, the heretics, who believe 
that the Aseres HaDibros have a higher 
standing than the rest of the Torah. As be-
comes apparent from the continuation of the 
story, the intention was regarding Chazal’s 
takanah, their ordinance, which abolished 
the recital of the Aseres HaDibros, in the face 
of  “the insinuations of the minim.”

The members of the community ac-
cepted his decision, changed their custom, 
and stopped standing during the reading of 
the Aseres HaDibros. And so they conduct-
ed themselves for many years, even after 
that scholar’s passing. The problem arose 
when a new scholar came to lead the com-
munity, from another country, where the 
custom was to stand during this reading — 
in opposition to local custom. The result 
was that part of the congregation began to 
stand. This opened a debate between the 
scholar and the congregants, and they 
turned to the Rambam for counsel. The 
congregants were opposed to standing; they 
argued that this was now a custom of their 
fathers, begun in the light of the takanos 
that many communities had followed for 
generations, and that this should not be 
changed — especially when this particular 
takanah dealt with a topic so halachically 
weighty that Chazal had even uprooted the 
recital of the Aseres HaDibros from Kriyas 
Shema because of it. That demonstrates 
how concerned Chazal were about the  

influence of those minim’s opinions.
The congregants also raised another con-

cern: The Karaites, in their time, had been 
accustomed to standing during the Torah 
reading. Would standing now during the 
reading of the Aseres HaDibros be interpret-
ed as support for Karaitic customs?

The new leaders argued, on their part, 
that it was appropriate to stand, for that is 
what it says at Matan Torah (Shemos 19:17): 
“And they stood at the bottom of the moun-
tain.” From here, we see that at the time of 
receiving the Torah, all the people were 
standing. 

The scholar also brought support for his 
words from the custom of the highly re-
spected Baghdad community, whose mem-
bers also were accustomed to stand. The 
congregants’ response to this last argument 
was that, in their opinion, the reason that the 
Baghdad community stood during the read-
ing of the Aseres HaDibros was in order to 
honor the community heads given an aliyah, 
and not because of the reading of the Aseres 
HaDibros. From their response, we learn 
that the custom in their time was to give ali-
yos to the most respected and prominent 
members of the community for the reading 
of the Aseres HaDibros. 

The questions that needed to be ad-
dressed are delineated in the letter in a clear 
fashion:

“... And what are the ‘insinuations’ that 
our Teachers were concerned about? And are 
the minim Karaites or Cuthim — for a few of 
them hold to the outer parts of Scripture in its 
entirety and a few of them hold to it in part. 
And what is the ascendancy of the Aseres 
HaDibros over the rest of the Torah … ?”

In order to understand the question of 
standing during the reading of the Aseres 
HaDibros, we need to go back to a debate 

By Eliyahu Paley

It is a custom of the Jewish People, in 
most shuls, to stand up during the read-
ing of the Aseres HaDibros, the Ten Ut-

terances (or Ten Commandments, as they are 
generally called in English), during the To-
rah reading on Shavuos morning. Every 
year, in certain places, some voices are raised 
in protest against this generally accepted 
custom, arguing that actually everyone ought 
to be seated during the reading of the Aseres 
HaDibros. Which of these groups is right? Is 
there a source for this debate? Or perhaps 
each person should do whatever is comfort-
able for him?

We’re talking about a subject with roots 
reaching back to the Second Temple era. 
With the help of a story about one of the 

communities in the time of the Rambam, we 
learn of the struggle that existed in his time, 
for and against standing during the reading 
of the Aseres HaDibros.

The story of the vicissitudes that the 
members of one of the communities went 
through — apparently, the Yemenites — in 
connection with the custom of standing or 
sitting during the reading of the Aseres HaD-
ibros is clearly reflected in the question with 
which they turned to the Rambam. In the 
light of their question, the Rambam wrote 
his responsum (#263) on the subject.

The main points of the story, as reflected 
in the question, are: We’re speaking of a 
community of simple people, “modest in 
wisdom,” as the letter writers themselves de-
scribe. After some years, a brilliant Torah 
scholar was appointed as the head of their 

The result was  

that part of the 

congregation began 

to stand. This 

opened a debate 

between the scholar 

and the congregants, 

and they turned to 

the rambam for 

counsel
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from the end of the Second Temple era be-
tween Chazal and the minim, regarding the 
status of the Aseres HaDibros. 

The Aseres Hadibros in 
 Kriyas shema

In the Mishnah (Tamid 5:1), there ap-
pears a custom of saying the Aseres HaDi-
bros daily, as a part of the sections of Kriyas 
Shema. This tractate deals with the order of 
the dawn Tamid offering, and the order of the 
morning Temple Service. This mishnah re-
lates that after the ritual slaughtering of the 
dawn Tamid offering, and after its limbs had 
been placed on the ramp of the Altar, the Ko-
hanim in the Temple would enter the Gazit 
Chamber “to recite the Shema” [before re-
turning to carry the offering up to the Altar], 
according to the order of the blessings that 
were said. 

The praying began with the call of the 
leader: “Say one blessing.” And thus it is 
taught: “The leader said to them, ‘Say one 
blessing,’ and they said one blessing [Bra-
chos 12a; it’s expounded that this blessing 
was the blessing over the Torah — ‘Ahavah 
Rabbah’]. Then they read the Aseres HaDi-
bros, the Shema, ‘Vehayah Im Shamo’a,’ and 
the people recited three blessings: ‘Emes 

Veyatziv,’ and the Avodah, and Bircas Koha-
nim. And on Shabbos, they added one bless-
ing for the outgoing guard of Kohanim.”

We thus learn that the order of Kriyas Sh-
ema in the Temple was that first they recited 
the blessing “Ahavah Rabbah,” then the 
Aseres HaDibros, and then they read the sec-
tions of the Shema that we’re accustomed to 
read today — Shema, “Vehayah Im 
Shamo’a,” and the section about tzitzis. This 
mishnah is the earliest evidence that we have 
about the order of Kriyas Shema, and from it 
we learn that in the Second Temple era, they 
were accustomed to saying the Aseres HaDi-
bros in the Beis HaMikdash, along with the 
rest of the sections of Shema. And this is 
what arises from the words of Rabi Ba on 
this mishnah in the Talmud Yerushalmi (Bra-
chos 1:5): “We learn, ‘the leader said to 
them. “Say one brachah,” and they said it.’ 
Which brachah did they say? Rav Masna 
says, quoting Shmuel: It was the blessing on 
the Torah. And they recited the Aseres HaDi-
bros, Shema, ‘Vehayah Im Shamo’ a,’ ‘Vayo-
mer.’ Rabi Ba said the Aseres HaDibros 
themselves are the body of the Shema.”

The expression that the Aseres HaDibros 
are the body of the Shema teaches, as Rabi 
Ba expounds on our mishnah in the Ye-
rushalmi, that according to this, the recital of 
the Aseres HaDibros was an inseparable part 
of the structure of the sections of the Shema. 
The Rambam in his commentary on the 
Mishnah (ibid) expounds that the reason for 
reciting them each day was because of their 
being fundamental principles of the Torah, 
“Since they are the foundation of the com-
mandments and their beginning.”

The insinuations of the Minim
But the custom of saying the Aseres 

HaDibros wasn’t kept, and in the mishnah 
dealing with the laws of Kriyas Shema (Bra-
chos 82:41), the reciting of the Aseres HaDi-
bros is not mentioned along with the rest of 
the sections of Shema.

The abolishing of the recitation of the 
Aseres HaDibros in Kriyas Shema is ex-
plained in Brachos (12a): “Rav Yehudah 
said, quoting Shmuel: Though in the outly-
ing areas [outside the Temple], they wanted 
to read it thus, this had already been abol-
ished due to the insinuations of the minim. 
Similarly, it has been taught: Rabi Nassan 
says: They sought to read it thus, outside the 
Temple, but it had already been abolished 
due to the insinuations of the minin.”

From the language of the gemara, “abol-
ished due to the insinuations of the minim,” it 
seems that, after all, it was not only in the 
Temple that they were accustomed to saying 
them with the sections of Shema, but even in 
the outlying areas, that is, outside of the Tem-
ple — but that, at a certain stage, Chazal 
avoided reciting them in the outlying areas, 

“due to the insinuations of the minim.”
What this insinuation was, that because of 

it, Chazal abolished the recitation of the Aser-
es HaDibros in “the outlying areas,” and who 
these minim were, is not expounded on in the 
words of the Talmud Bavli. Rashi there ex-
pounds that the concern was that these minim 
would try to convince the ignorant that only 
the Aseres HaDibros  were true and not the 
rest of the Torah, and [therefore] only the 
Aseres HaDibros were read [in public] from 
among all psukim in the Torah as nothing was 
read except what the Holy One Blessed be He 
said and that they heard from His Mouth at Si-
nai. 

In other words, Chazal were concerned 
that a daily recitation of the Aseres HaDibros 
would be used by the minim to incite the igno-
rant people to deny the principle of the Torah 
being from Heaven: “The rest of the Torah 
isn’t true, but only the Aseres HaDibros, 
which were heard from the Mouth of the Al-
mighty at Sinai, are true.” It’s not entirely 
clear what the evidence of the minim was 
since even when they said the Aseres HaDi-
bros, the takanah was not to say only them, 
but to include them with the rest of the sec-
tions of Shema, which are from Shemos and 
Devarim, and not [heard by them as] said to 
Moshe, at Sinai.

From a consideration of Rashi’s words, 
we find an expansion of Rabi Ba’s above-
mentioned words in the Yerushalmi. As a 
proof to his words that the Aseres HaDibros 
are part of the body of the Shema, Rabi Ba 
cites the words of Rabi Matana and Rabi 
Shmuel bar Nachman, who said: “The law is 
that they would recite the Aseres HaDibros 
each day. And why don’t they recite them [to-
day]? Because of the insinuations of the min-
im, that they not say that only these were giv-
en to Moshe at Sinai.” In the Yerushalmi, 
there’s no reference to the further argument 
that Rashi mentions, “that nothing is read ex-
cept what the Holy One, Blessed be He, said, 
and that we heard, from His Mouth, at Sinai,” 
but rather only the concern itself, that a daily 
recital would result in the argument that only 
the Aseres HaDibros were given to Moshe at 
Sinai.

In any case, we see from the words of the 
Yerushalmi that the “insinuation of the min-
im” was the attempt to deny the principle of 
Torah being from Heaven, and to argue that 
only the Aseres HaDibros were given to 
Moshe at Sinai, while the rest of the Torah 
isn’t from Heaven. In order to uproot the be-
lief of the minim, Chazal were compelled to 
drop the Aseres HaDibros from the section of 
Shema, and in that way to stress that they have 
no special standing over the rest of the sec-
tions of the Written Torah.

What was this heretical sect whose influ-
ence was so significant that Chazal were com-
pelled, because of them, to change the order 

of the synagogue prayers? It is reasonable to 
assume that if it weren’t that this sect had great 
influence, Chazal wouldn’t have been con-
cerned about what they said, and would not 
have uprooted the Aseres HaDibros from the 
section of Shema.

Rashi (Brachos, ibid) expounds: “ ‘Min-
im’ – idolaters [ovdei kochavim u’mazalos — 
those who serve stars and constellations].” 
But, as is known, the use of the expression 
“idolaters” is usually an emendation of the 
(Catholic) censors, wherever expressions ap-
peared that they didn’t like. The word “min-

The Aseres Hadibros Are Hinted at in the shema

We find another reminder of the connection between Kriyas Shema and 
the Aseres HaDibros, in the words of the Yerushalmi (Brachos, ibid) on the 
question: “And why do we read these two passages [“Shema” and “Vehayah 
Im Shamo’a”] every day? Rabi Levi and Rabi Simon. Rabi Simon says: Be-
cause there is written in them about lying down and rising up. Rabi Levi 
says: Because the Aseres HaDibros are included in them.

“I am the Lord, your G-d ...” — “Hear, O’ Israel, the Lord is your G-d...”
“You shall not have any other gods before Me” — “...the Lord is 

One.”
“You shall not take the Name of the Lord your G-d in vain” — “And 

you shall love the Lord your G-d.” Whoever loves a king does not swear in 
his name in vain. 

“Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy” — “So that you shall re-
member ...” Rabi said that this is the commandment of Shabbos, which is 
equivalent to all the Torah commandments, as it says (Nechemiah 9:14): 
“And Your holy Shabbos have You made known to them, and command-
ments and statutes and Torah have You commanded ...” To make known to 
us that Shabbos is equivalent to all the commandments of the Torah.

“Honor your father and your mother” —  “...so that your days and 
your children’s days be multiplied.”

“You shall not murder” — “... and you shall be quickly destroyed ...” 
One who destroys, is destroyed.

“You shall not commit adultery” — “You shall not follow after your 
heart and after your eyes.” Rabi Levi said: The heart and the eyes lead to 
sin, as it says (Mishlei 23:26): “My son, turn your heart to Me, and let your 
eyes seek out My ways.” The Holy One, Blessed be He, said, “If you give 
Me your heart and your eyes, I know you’re Mine.”

“You shall not steal” — “... and you shall gather in your grain ...” And 
not your fellowman’s grain.

“You shall not bear false witness against your fellowman” — “I am 
the Lord your G-d.” And it says (Yirmiyahu 10:10): “And G-d is the Lord of 
truth.” What is truth? Rabi Avon says: That he is the living Lord and ever-
lasting King. Rabi Levi says: The Holy One, Blessed be He, says, If you 
bear false witness against your fellowman, I account it to you as if you are 
bearing witness against Me, that I have not created Heaven and Earth.

“You shall not covet your fellowman’s house ...” — “And you shall 
write them on the mezuzos of your house” Your house and not the house of 
your fellowman.”

It appears that these words were said after the recital of the Aseres HaDi-
bros within Kriyas Shema was abolished, and there was a need to preserve a 
remembrance of reciting them each day; when they were said together with 
the Shema, there was no need to find how they hint at the passages of the Sh-
ema. And indeed, the quotation from the Talmud Yerushalmi, cited above, 
appears near this discussion: “The law is that they would say the Aseres 
HaDibros daily”. 
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im,” in Chazal, is usually a code name for 
Christians — those Jews who were follow-
ers of “that man,” who saw themselves as 
Jews in every way, and continued to live in 
the Torah-observant Jewish communities 
and to pray in their synagogues with the rest 
of the people.

These Jews lived in the period after the 
Destruction, and their influence in Eretz Yis-
rael, mainly on the simple people, was grow-
ing and increasing. Chazal wished to reduce 
their influence on the masses, and they is-
sued various takanos to that end. Most of the 
takanos against the minim dealt with matters 
of customs of the prayer services and syna-
gogues, and their purpose was to distance 
these people from the synagogues. The most 
famous of these takanos was the blessing re-
garding the minim (velamalshinim), which 
was added to the Shemoneh Esrei prayer by 
Rabban Gamliel, and composed by Shmuel 
HaKatan. From the time it was decreed, 
those minim were no longer able to partici-
pate in prayer in the synagogue, and all the 
more so to lead the services and recite out 
loud this curse against themselves.

Who Are the “Minim”?
It’s reasonable to assume, if so, that here, 

too, the expression “idolaters” [“aku”m”] 
used by Rashi, is the handiwork of the Chris-
tian censors. And indeed, Rashi’s student, 
Rabbeinu Simcha of Vitry, in his Machzor 
Vitry (page 12), in connection with the insin-
uations of the minim, writes: “That the fol-
lowers of … not say that the rest of the Torah 
is not true.” Here, too, we see that, from fear 
of the censor, a word has been omitted; in the 
original, it was written, “that the followers of 
Yeshu not say that the rest of the Torah isn’t 
true.” Rabbeinu Simcha’s words are appar-
ently taken from Rashi. 

The suggested explanation that “minim” 
refers to the followers of “that man” seem-
ingly explains the attempts of the Amoraim 
in Bavel to return the recitation of the Aseres 
HaDibros to Kriyas Shema, despite the fact 
that in the past, Chazal had taken it out. The 
Gemara (Brachos, ibid) tells of Rava bar Bar 
Chana, who wanted to reestablish the recita-
tion of the Aseres HaDibros in Sura, and Rav 
Chisda opposed this with the argument: 
“They were already abolished, because of 
the insinuations of the minim.” So, too, in the 
days of Rav Ashi, Amimar of Nahardea 
wanted to reestablish them. “Rav Ashi said 
to him: They were already abolished, due to 
the insinuations of the minim.”

What did the debate depend on? If in the 
era of the Tannaim, their recitation had al-
ready been abolished, why did those Amo-
raim think of returning them to Kriyas She-
ma? If the minim were indeed the Christians, 
the matter is understandable. As is known, 
the Christian influence in that era was mainly 

in Eretz Yisrael, and didn’t reach Bavel. Thus 
we find, for example, in Pesachim 56a, that 
Rabi Avahu tells of a directive in the matter 
of saying “Baruch Sheim Kvod Malchuso” 
in a loud voice, due to the insinuations of the 
minin, and the Gemara points out that in Na-
hardea, where there were no minim, they 
were not concerned about saying this in a 
whisper. 

Yet it’s specifically this gemara that 
makes it difficult for us to accept the sugges-
tion that the minim were the Christians. Be-
cause, if in Bavel they weren’t concerned 
about them and they returned to saying “Ba-
ruch Sheim Kvod Malchuso” in a whisper, 
why is it that in the matter of the Aseres HaD-
ibros, Rav Chisda and Rav Ashi were con-
cerned about again saying them with the rest 
of the sections of Kriyas Shema?

Also, an examination of the known po-
sitions of the Christians of this period 
doesn’t find them compatible with an ap-
proach that differentiates between a part of 
the Torah that was given at Sinai, from the 
Mouth of the Almighty, and the rest of the 
Torah. The Christians tried to negate the 
fulfillment of the practical commandments 
and to focus on the commandments be-
tween man and his fellowman, but a Chris-
tian stance that shows preference for the 
Aseres HaDibros over the rest of the por-
tions of the Torah is not known.

The only source in Chazal in which we 
find the outright argument that only the 
Aseres HaDibros are the Torah given from 
G-d at Sinai, and not the rest of the Torah, is 
found in the midrash “yelamdeinu,” and the 
sect referred to there is actually “the assem-
bly of Korach.” This is cited in the Yalkut 
Shimoni, Korach, remez 752: “ ‘ And they 
gathered against Moshe and Aharon’ — 
That they gathered against them and said, 
‘Come and we will make known to you the 
deeds of the son of Amram. For all of the 
assembly is holy’ – You yourselves are holy, 
and were we not all sanctified at Sinai? As it 
says, ‘Go to the people and make them 
holy.’ And when the Aseres HaDibros was 
given to us, each and every one of us ab-
sorbed [holiness] from Mount Sinai. And 
nothing was given to us except the Aseres 
HaDibros. Not [the laws of] challah and not 
terumah and maasros and not tzitzis did we 
hear, but rather you [you, Moshe] say that, 
yourself.” This midrash is compatible with 
the words of the Yerushalmi: “That they not 
say that these words only were given to 
Moshe at Sinai.”

The Aseres Hadibros in Tefillin
An additional battle of Chazal’s in 

connection with the Aseres HaDibros 
may make it possible to identify these 
minim. It appears that, besides the taka-
nah to uproot the recitation of the Aseres 

HaDibros, Chazal struggled with the ad-
dition of the section of the Aseres HaDi-
bros in the parshiyos, the sections, of 
tefillin. And so they expounded in Sifri, 
Devarim (piska 35): “ ‘ And you shall 
bind them [for a sign]’ — These are in the 
binding [that is, they are a part of the 
parshiyos in the tefillin, that we are com-
manded to bind], and ‘ Vayomer’ is not in 
the binding ... I still say if ‘ Kadeish Li’ 
and ‘ Vehayah Ki Yviacha,’ which precede 
other commandments are in the binding, 
the law for the Aseres HaDibros — which 
does not precede other commandments 
— is that they not be in the binding ... 
Therefore it says: ‘ And you shall bind 
them’ — these are in this binding, and the 
Aseres HaDibros are not in the binding.”

This discussion of Chazal that, “These 
are in the binding and the Aseres HaDibros 
are not in the binding,” is in opposition to the 
position that the Aseres HaDibros should be 
included in tefillin, from the following kal 
v’chomer [an inference from minor to ma-
jor]: If “Kadeish” and “Vehayah Ki Yvia-
cha,” which are preceded by other com-
mandments, are in the binding — then the 
Aseres HaDibros, which no other com-
mandment precedes them, certainly should 
be included in the mitzvah of tefillin. In oth-
er words, there was room to argue that it 
would have been fitting to include the Aser-
es HaDibros in the parshiyos of the tefillin, 
since “no other commandment precedes 
them,” and they should be given a special 
standing, and certainly more so than other 
sections in the Torah. 

Does this discussion contradict a hypo-
thetical hava amina in any way? Or perhaps 
Chazal, in their discussion, are coming out 
against an approach that was indeed wide-
spread in their time, something similar to that 
“insinuation of the minim” who wanted to 
give the Aseres HaDibros a special status, 
and therefore also wanted to add them to the 
parshiyos of the tefillin?

More interesting is the fact that remnants 
of tefillin that were found in the Judean Des-
ert teach that it could be that this discussion 
was not said in the category of a mere hypo-
thetical opinion, but rather was coming out 
against an approach of certain sects that in-
deed conducted themselves that way in prac-
tice, adding the section of the Aseres HaDi-
bros to the parshiyos of their tefillin. 

Tefillin in Qumran
In the late fifties and early sixties, nu-

merous tefillin boxes and scrolls were found 
in the Judean Desert. A portion of the tefillin 
were found in the caves of Qumran, the 
dwelling place of one of the sects that lived 
at the end of the Second Temple era, known 
as the “members of the sect of the Judean 
Desert” or “Essenes.”

Other tefillin were found in caves in 
Wadi Morabba’at, Nahal Hever, and Nahal 
Tze’elim. It was in these areas that the Jew-
ish rebels hid during the period of the Bar 
Kochba Revolt (132-6 CE). Most of the re-
mains that were found are in poor condition; 
it took a long time until they were success-
fully deciphered. The interesting phenome-
non is that in most of the tefillin found in the 
region of the Qumran caves, the Aseres 
HaDibros are included alongside the four 
usual parshiyos. 

Almost all of the tefillin that were 
found in the Judean Desert have reached 
us in the form of batim (boxes) without 
parshiyos, or parshiyos without batim. 
The only tefillin that have reached us in 
which the parshiyos are inside the batim 
are the tefillin known as the Tefillin shel 
Rosh from Qumran (see photo). This tefil-
lin shel rosh [to bind to the forehead] was 
purchased by Yigal Yadin from a Bedouin 
merchant, who claimed that it had been 
found in one of the Qumran caves (Cave 
Number Four). Various matters connected 
to the halachos of tefillin were examined 
to see if the members of the sect were par-
ticular to fulfill the halachos of tefillin ac-
cording to the tradition of Chazal, from Si-
nai. As far as is known, this is the only one 
with the original parshiyos of the tefillin 
still inside. To be more exact, three of the 
four parshiyos are inside — the fourth 
parshah was examined and it became 
clear that it wasn’t part of the original tefil-
lin. Apparently, the Bedouin merchant had 
inserted it, so as to sell tefillin with all four 
parshiyos.

The first of the three original parchments 
includes “Kadeish” with some additional 
verses from Devarim (10:12-19). The sec-
ond parshah contains “Shema,” with some 
additions (Devarim 5:19-30, and 6:1-2, 
which are the verses near the Shema). And 
the third parshah contains the Aseres HaDi-
bros (Devarim 5:1-18) and also the parshah 
of “Vehayah Ki Yviacha.”

This phenomenon — of the addition of 
the Aseres HaDibros to the parshiyos of the 
tefillin — is repeated in most of the tefillin 
found in the Qumran caves, where, as is 
known, there lived a separatist sect that con-
ducted itself in various ways that were in op-
position to the halachah and to the tradition 
of Chazal.

By the way, in the tefillin that were 
found in other regions of the Judean Des-
ert, in the places where the rebels hid dur-
ing the Bar Kochba uprising, the parshiyos 
conform to Jewish law, both in matters of 
format and in halachic punctiliousness. 
Returning to the Sifri mentioned above 
“ ‘ U’kshartem’ — these are in the binding, 
and the Aseres HaDibros are not in the 
binding” — is not said as a theoretical To-
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rah discussion, as in “Learn and receive 
reward [for learning, though the matter has 
no practical applicability],” but was a part 
of Chazal’s struggle against the minim, 
who tried to confer a special status on the 
Aseres HaDibros, and to include them 
among the parshiyos of the tefillin. 

The finding of the Aseres HaDibros in 
the tefillin of the people of Qumran raises the 
possibility that Chazal’s concern about the 
insinuations of the minim — the “tinas hami-
nin,” as the Yerushalmi terms it, or the “tar-
umes haminim” — points to, among others, 
the members of these sects and their like, 
which operated at the end of the Second 
Temple era, and in various areas, conducted 
themselves in ways that were in opposition 
to the halachah [see box]. 

In any case, it seems that the approach of 
giving priority to the Aseres HaDibros over 
the remaining portions of the Torah posed a 
danger for the fundamental principles of the 
faith, a denial of the basic foundation of To-
rah from Heaven, as reflected in the respon-
sum of the Rambam (see below). 

The concern that the Aseres HaDibros 
would receive an exalted status of “that they 
alone were given at Sinai,” resulted not only 
in the abolishing of their recitation along 
with the rest of the sections of Shema, but 
also, in abolishing anything that might cause 
the Aseres HaDibros to be seen as a special 
part of the Torah. 

The reading of the  
Aseres Hadibros

Let’s return to the original question with 
which we opened, the debate between the 
members of the congregation and the new 
Rav who was appointed over them, which 
was sent in a question to the Rambam. 

In his responsum, the Rambam abso-
lutely supports the ruling of the Rav of the 

[previous] community, that it is forbidden 
to stand, and he warns against the damage 
that is liable to be caused if the impression 
is created that there are parts of the Torah 
that are more important than other parts. 
And thus he writes: 

“That which the late Rav, may his soul 
rest in Eden, instituted as custom, to sit, is fit-
ting, and his proofs are correct proofs, and 
should not be added to. And thus was it fit-
ting to do in every place where the custom 
was to stand, it was necessary to restrain 
them [the people], because of what this could 
lead to, protecting against the loss in faith 
and that people imagine that there are levels 
in the Torah, and passages that are superior 
to other passages, and this is terrible. And it is 
fitting to seal up these openings, which lead 
to this evil belief.

“And as for what the other scholar ar-
gues, that this is done in Baghdad and a 
few other cities, this is in no way a proof, 
just as if there are sick people, the healthy 
among them will not make themselves ill, 
so that all be equal, but rather they will try 
to eliminate every illness that they can ... 
And we have already clarified that there 
is no difference between denying all of 
the Torah in its entirety or denying one 
verse and saying that Moshe spoke it 
himself. And there were those among the 
minim who believed that nothing was 
from Heaven except the Aseres HaDibros 
and that Moshe said the rest of the Torah 
himself. And therefore, their daily recita-
tion was abolished. And it is absolutely 
prohibited to elevate one Torah passage 
over another, and refer to our words on 
this in the commentary on the Mishnah, 
in the chapter called Cheilek, ‘and Moshe 
wrote.’”

The Rambam’s fierce opposition is out 
of concern about an attack on one of the 
Thirteen Principles of Faith, according to 
his formulation (on the commentary to the 
mishnah in Sanhedrin Chapter 1): “The 
Eighth Principle is that we believe that all 
the Torah that is in our hands today is the 
Torah that was given to Moshe, and that all 
of it, in its entirety, is from the Mouth of the 
Almighty, from G-d.”

The belief in Torah from Heaven, mean-
ing the belief that the entire Torah was given 
to Moshe from the Mouth of the Almighty, is 
among the fundamental principles of the 
faith, and the concern about an attack on this 
foundation is what impelled Chazal to up-
root the daily recitation. Therefore, in this 
question too, the Rambam reasoned that 
standing during the reading of the Aseres 
HaDibros was liable to cause “the elevation 
of one passage of Torah over another,” and, 
Heaven forbid, to cause a weakening in the 
belief of one of the fundamental principles of 
the faith. 

Several generations later, the Rashba 
discusses the question of whether Chazal’s 
abolishing of the recitation of the Aseres 
HaDibros in Kriyas Shema also signifies 
that it’s not appropriate to say them in a syn-
agogue at all, and he answers (Responsa of 
the Rashba, Part I, 184) that in light of 
Chazal’s concern about “the insinuations of 
the minim,” one should refrain even from 
reciting the verses of the Aseres HaDibros 
before the services. 

The Concern is ended
Chazal’s battle against the minim — 

including removing the Aseres HaDibros 
from Kriyas Shema — that began after the 
Destruction of the Second Temple, left 
such a strong impression that, for centuries 
afterward, any action that had within it any 
tinge of conferring a special status on the 
Aseres HaDibros was rejected by the sag-
es of the generation. This was despite the 
tremendous importance of the Aseres 
HaDibros (as written by the Rambam and 
mentioned above), and that the reason for 
reciting them daily is due to their being the 
basic principles of the Torah, “since they 
are the foundation of the commandments, 
and their beginning.” 

The concern of Chazal and of the sages 
of the generations lest there be someone who 
would see in this a proof of the priority of the 
Aseres HaDibros resulted in their forbidding 
any sign that could in any way support this 
erroneous understanding. This takanah of 
Chazal’s succeeded in giving the Aseres 
HaDibros a status of equality, identical to the 
status of the rest of the sections of the Torah.

As far as can be seen, this is the expla-
nation of why, despite the sharp opposition 
of the Rambam to standing during the read-
ing of the Aseres HaDibros, the custom has 
spread, in most shuls, and the congregation 
is accustomed to rise to its feet for the read-
ing of the Aseres HaDibros. And so writes 
Rav Shmuel Abuhav (pages 380-454) in his 
sefer Dvar Shmuel (siman 276): “We can 
fulfill this custom, which is prevalent in 
most Jewish communities ...” In this stand-
ing there is honor and glory, “as if we are re-
ceiving the presence of the Shechinah at 
that great and awesome event.” And regard-
ing the matter of the concern about the “in-
sinuations of the minim,” he writes: “The 
concern about the insinuations of the minim 
has disappeared among the believers, chil-
dren of believers.”

In conclusion, on the one hand, the 
importance of the Aseres HaDibros ne-
cessitated rejecting them from the order 
of the daily prayers, but on the other 
hand, when Chazal succeeded in uproot-
ing the danger that their special status 
might cause a weakening in the status of 
the rest of the sections of the Torah, the 

people’s special love for the words of 
the Covenant, again burst forth and 
arose. And especially during Shavuos, 
which is our standing to accept the To-
rah. And thus it says in Pesikta d’Rav 
Kahana (piska 12): “The Holy One, 
Blessed be He, said to Israel: My chil-
dren, recite this passage every year, and 
I will account it to you as if you were 
standing before Mount Sinai and receiv-
ing the Torah...”

Sources:
“The Status of the Aseres HaDibros in the 

Service and in the Prayers” (Efraim A. Auer-
bach), from the sefer The Aseres HaDibros in 
the Mirror of the Generations. Edited by B. 
Tz. Segal, Jerusalem, 5746, pages 127-145.
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The essenes and the Qumran caves 

In an area called Qumran located near the Dead Sea, remnants of a Jewish 
settlement from the era of the Second Temple were discovered. In caves in this 
vicinity, a collection of approximately 850 scrolls and writings were uncovered, 
which presumably were used by the sect that dwelled in them .These scrolls 
deal extensively with the laws of purity and impurity, and with the final days of 
Redemption. Relying on these scrolls and on descriptions of Josephus relating 
to a cult called the Essenes, most researchers believe that the inhabitants of the 
Qumran caves were in fact the Essenes. This sect ,which lived at the time of the 
Second Temple disassociated themselves from Chazal and lived like hermits, 
abstaining from forms of pleasure. As part of this lifestyle, they did not even 
marry wives. Among the remnants, a mikveh was discovered, and the staircase 
leading downwards to it, was separated by a small partition to distance the im-
pure entering the mikveh and the pure emerging from it.  

From the writings of Josephus it appears that the Essenes lived together in 
communities which were located in several cities in Judah. They prayed before 
sunlight facing the east, and were extremely stringent with regard to impurity. 
The Essenes lived a communal life ,somewhat like the modern Kibbutz con-
cept, where all possessions belong to the community. It appears, from the writ-
ings discovered at Qumran, that the sect believed they were living at the time of 
the final Redemption. As a result they felt the need to prove that all the prophe-
cies relating to the Redemption have already been fulfilled or will be fulfilled in 
the near future. In order to prove this, they authored books called pesharim  
which cited the various prophecies and added their commentary (peirush) in 
which they imply that these prophecies related to their sect or to other groups 
living at the time .

One of the more intriguing scrolls is called miktzsas masseh hatorah, which 
includes several halachos authored  by the leader of the sect named kohein 
tzedek  and written for one of the members of the sect. This scroll includes sev-
eral halachos which appear in our Mishnah (Yadyim perek 4 mishnah 6-8) 
which describes the disputes between Chazal and the Sadducees (Tzedukim). 
Based on this mishnah, some believed that the caves were inhabited by the 
Tzedukim. In any case, it seems clear that the inhabitants were hermits who dis-
tanced themselves from Yerushalayim in order to live a life abstaining from 
worldly pleasures. In addition this was also due to the struggle initiated by 
Chazal against them, in trying to prevent different types of sects from enlarging 
their influence at the end of the Second Temple era. 

Their lifestyle and messianic belief gives rise to the assumption that the 
early Christians were an extension of this sect.      

The "tefillin" in which the Ten 
Commandments were found. 
The parshah on the far left isn't 
original; it was added by the 
Bedouin seller to make it appear 
more authentic.

Archaeological ruins at Qumran
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Rabbi Yechiel Moses

Megillas Ruth opens with a statement 
of the era in which the events took place 
— “And it came to pass, in the days when 
the Judges judged …” Even though the 
era of the Judges spanned some three cen-
turies, from the time of Osniel ben Knaz 
to the end of the lifetime of Shimshon 
HaGibor and the beginning of the days of 
Eli HaKohein (according to Seder Olam 
chapter 12), no particular judge is fo-
cused on, leaving room for Chazal and 
the commentators to differ. 

Rashi (Ruth 1:1) writes, about the time 
when the story took place: “And it was in 
the days of Ivtzan, since our teachers say 
Ivtzan is Boaz.” Rashi is referring to the 
gemara in Bava Basra (91a): “Rava bar 
Rav Huna said in the name of Rav, ‘Ivtzan 
is Boaz.’ ” 

Ivtzan was judge of Israel after Yiftach 
HaGiladi. In Shoftim, the Book of Judges 
(12:8–10) it says: “And after him, Ivtzan 
of Beis Lechem judged Israel. And he had 
thirty sons and thirty daughters he sent out, 
and thirty daughters he brought from with-
out for his sons. And he judged Israel sev-
en years. And Ivtzan died and was buried 
in Beis Lechem.”

The Ralbag (Shoftim 12:8) writes: 
“And since Boaz seems to have been a 

judge of Israel, and he was from Beis 
Lechem, our teachers, z”l, said that Ivtzan 
is Boaz, and this is correct.”

From the gemara’s words alone, we 
don’t yet know that “the days when the 
Judges judged” were the days of Ivtzan. 
Because even if Ivtzan was Boaz, it could 
be that the story in Megillas Ruth was in 
the days of an earlier judge, and that Boaz 
outlived him until, in his last days, he too 
judged Israel, and was then called Ivtzan. 
So in that case, how does Rashi know that 
the story in Megillas Ruth was in the days 
of Ivtzan?

Rashi’s words are “scant in one place, 
plentiful in another place.” We will see 
how words that are written in several plac-
es shed light on and complete one another.

Rashi — whose words in Megillas 
Ruth are concealed and mention as a 
source only the gemara in Bava Basra — 
comments at length in Divrei HaYamim, as 
to his source. This is what Rashi writes in 
Divrei HaYamim I (2:11): “ ‘ And Salma 
begat Boaz’ — Our teachers said Ivtzan is 
Boaz. And it’s puzzling how this could be. 
Did not Nachshon die in the second year 
after the Exodus from Egypt? And Salma 
was already dead, and he was among those 
who went into the Land. And Boaz, his 
son, who was Ivtzan, was born on his entry 
to the Land. And from the Exodus until 
Yiftach was three centuries. And our Sages 

said that immediately after Ruth con-
ceived, Boaz died. And Ivtzan was judge 
after Yiftach’s death, as is written [Shoftim 
12:8]: ‘And after him, Ivtzan of Beis Lech-
em judged Israel.’ And I am puzzled about 
this. Because we find about Avram … 
‘Shall a one-hundred-year-old father a 
child?’ [Bereishis 17:17]. And how could 
it be that Boaz fathered a child at age three 
hundred years? And it should be said that 
therefore it says [Ruth 4:13]: ‘And Hash-
em gave her conception.’ Similar to ‘And 
Hashem caused to be seen’ in Devarim 
[34:1].”

Rashi calculates that Boaz’s age when 
Ruth conceived was 300 years. His words 
about Nachshon and Shalmon are based 
(at least in part) on the words of the Seder 
Olam (chapter 12): “Nachshon ben Ami-
nadav died in the second year after the 
Children of Israel left Egypt. Shalmon was 
among those who entered the Land, and he 
died after Yehoshua.” The [calculation of] 
three hundred years from the Exodus until 
Yiftach is according to the words of 
Yiftach to the king of Ammon [Shoftim 
11:26]: “While Israel dwelt in Cheshbon 
and its towns, and in Aroer and its towns, 
and in all the cities that are along by the 
side of the Arnon, three hundred years; 
why did you not recover them within that 
time?”

Yiftach’s words relate to the amount of 

time that had passed from when Moshe 
Rabbeinu and the Jewish People con-
quered the lands of Sichon and Og. That 
conquest was close to the time of entering 
the Land. Therefore, three hundred years 
had passed since Yehoshua’s conquest, as 
the commentaries wrote in the book of 
Shoftim, Rashi among them. Rashi’s 
words in Divrei HaYamim, that from the 
Exodus until Yiftach was three hundred 
years don’t fall into place, and it’s neces-
sary to say that the intention is that the end 
of the Exodus — from the conquest of the 
Land till Yiftach — was three hundred 
years.

Rashi establishes the time of the events 
in this megillah in accordance with the ge-
mara that Ivtzan is Boaz, and in accor-
dance with the midrash that Boaz died im-
mediately after Ruth conceived, referring 
to Midrash Zutta (Ruth, parshah 4, cited 
in Yalkut Shimoni Ruth, remez 608): 
“ ‘ And Boaz took Ruth’ — They said, that 
same night that he took her, he died.”

The combination of these two sources 
creates the conclusion that “the days 
when the Judges judged” were the days 
of Ivtzan.

It should be pointed out however that 
“the days when the Judges judged” were 
not the days of Ivtzan only. This is so since 
about Ivtzan it says (Shoftim 12:9): “And 
he judged Israel seven years,” whereas the 

story of the megillah begins before that. In 
addition when discussing the settling of 
Elimelech and his family in Moav, it’s 
written (Ruth 1:4): “And they dwelt there 
ten years.” That is to say, if Ivtzan judged 
Israel at the end of his life, which conclud-
ed after he redeemed Ruth, then he began 
his time as judge only three years after 
Elimelech had already left the Land. If so, 
the correct meaning of “the days when the 
Judges judged,” for the entire megillah, 
from beginning to end, refers also to the 
days of Yiftach, who judged Israel before 
Ivtzan (Shoftim 12:7–8).

Let us return to Rashi’s words in Divrei 
HaYamim, for his words are difficult to un-
derstand, and especially the ending, when 
he answers the question of how it could be 
that Boaz fathered a child when he was 
three hundred years old — that this is why 
it says: “And Hashem gave her concep-
tion.” And he also cites another verse 
whose connection isn’t clear.

His words are enlightening and under-
standable by means of a comparison with 
another source, according to what’s written 
in Divrei HaYamim I (25:5): “ ‘ All these 
were sons to Heiman’ — that is to say, if not 
that G-d gave him the children, it’s impossi-
ble that he would have had fourteen sons 
and three daughters, and all worthy to be 
heads of the watches. Similar to ‘And G-d 
gave her conception, and she gave birth to a 
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Ruth. 
Probably, it’s necessary to say that 

Rashi had a different version of the mi-
drash, citing a different source for this 
quote, another Amora, not Rav. We 
haven’t actually succeeded in finding an-
other version of the midrash, but that 
doesn’t prove anything.

In contradiction to the words of the 
Tosafos, that Ruth wasn’t the actual daugh-
ter or the actual granddaughter of Eglon, 
there are the words of the Zohar (Parshas 
Balak, page 190): “In the days of the Judg-
es, Ruth went forth, and she was the 
daughter of Eglon, king of Moav. Eglon 
died, for Ehud killed him, and another 
king was appointed, and this daughter of 
his remained and was adopted (as in 
‘When she was adopted by him’ [Esther 
2:20]). And in the fields of Moav, since 
Elimelech came there, she was taken for 
his son.”

The Zohar’s words fit with the above 
midrash. If “the days when the Judges 
judged” are the days of Ehud and Shamgar 
or of Barak and Devorah who followed 
them, it’s certainly possible that Ruth was 
the actual daughter of Eglon.

Now we must see the above-men-
tioned words of the gemara in Bava Bas-
ra in full, and try to understand what aris-
es from them. And these are the gemara’s 
words: “Rava bar Rav Huna said, citing 
Rav: Ivtzan is Boaz. What do we learn 
from this? That as Rava bar Rav Huna 
says, citing Rav: Boaz made 120 feasts 
for his sons, as it says [Shoftim 12:9]: 
‘And he had thirty sons, and he sent out 
thirty daughters, and he brought from 
abroad thirty daughters for his sons, and 
he judged Israel seven years.’ And for 
each and every one of them, he made two 
banquets, one in his father’s house and 
one in his father-in-law’s house. And in 
all of them, and to none of them did he in-
vite Manoach. He said:

What return can I expect of this child-
less man? And there is a baraisa that all 
the children died when he [Boaz] was still 
alive. And he remarried and begat one 
who was better than all the sixty …”

The following is Rashbam’s commen-
tary on this gemara: Rava bar Rav Huna 
said, citing Rav: “Ivtzan is Boaz.” The ge-
mara asks: What new concept is Rav 
teaching us with these words? The gemara 
answers that the new idea is understood by 
combining this quotation of Rav’s with 
another quotation of his: “Boaz made 120 
banquets for his sons, etc.” The explana-
tion is that the new idea Rav is teaching is 
that even if a man has married in his youth, 
let him marry in his old age (Yevamos 
62b), as Ivtzan/Boaz did. Because even 
though Ivtzan had many sons and daugh-
ters (as stated outright in the Book of 

Shoftim) and had already fulfilled the 
commandment of “be fruitful and multi-
ply,” he married Ruth — for he feared his 
children from his first wife might die in his 
lifetime, leaving no remembrance of him. 

The Rashbam explains that if we 
didn’t know that Ivtzan is Boaz, we would 
have said that Ivtzan never married any 
other wife, and that Boaz never had a wife 
or children until he married Ruth. It’s only 
from the knowledge that Ivtzan is Boaz 
that we’re able to learn the halachah that 
“one who marries in his youth, let him 
marry in his old age.”

We have learned from the gemara that 
when Boaz married Ruth, he had many 
children who were yet alive. But neverthe-
less, he married Ruth. But actually, all of 
those previous children died in his life-
time. 

Now we need to reflect, according to 
the midrash that Boaz died on the night 
that he married Ruth — and we see that 
this can’t be. Because if he had children 
from his first wife, and they died in his 
lifetime, then they died after he married 
Ruth. If so, Boaz didn’t die on the night 
that he married Ruth.

We have to say that, according to the 
understanding of the gemara, Rav’s inten-
tion in saying “Ivtzan is Boaz” differs with 
Rav about Boaz dying on the night that he 
married Ruth. And he reasoned that Boaz 
lived longer afterwards.

According to these words, Rashi’s 
opinion, combining Rav’s words that “Ivt-
zan is Boaz” with the above midrash, need 
studying.

In conclusion: Rashi’s opinion is that 
Boaz, who was born near to the time of en-
tering the Land of Israel, was married to a 
woman from whom he fathered sixty chil-
dren. At the end of his lifetime, when he 
was judge over Israel, his wife passed 
away. And then, Naomi and Ruth returned 
from the fields of Moav. Boaz married 

Ruth, she conceived, and on the night of 
their marriage — he died.

This opinion has several difficulties: 
1) Chazal offer a number of opinions 
about the time that the story of this megil-
lah took place. But not one of them is that 
the story was in the days of Ivtzan, as is 
Rashi’s opinion. Rather, they say it was 
in the days of Ehud and Shamgar, or in 
the days of Barak and Devorah. 2) Rav, 
who says, “Ivtzan is Boaz,” is the one 
who says that the story of the megillah 
was in the days of Barak and Devorah. If 
so, Boaz married Ruth in the days of Ba-
rak and Devorah and lived long, until he 
judged Israel, as Ivtzan. 3) From the ge-
mara (according to Rashbam), after Boaz 
married Ruth, his children died. If so, 
Boaz didn’t die that night. On the surface, 
the words of the midrashim contradict 
the gemara’s opinion. Boaz — whose 
birth date was as discussed above, ac-
cording to Rashi’s opinion — was mar-
ried to a woman who gave him sixty chil-
dren. In the days of Ehud and Shamgar, 
or in the days of Barak and Devorah, 
Elimelech and his family went down to 
the fields of Moav, and about ten years 
later, Naomi and Ruth returned from 
there. Boaz’s wife died at that time, and 
Boaz married Ruth, living with her for 
over a hundred years. During those years, 
his children from his first wife died. At 
the end of his life, Boaz — who was Ivt-
zan — was a judge of Israel.

And if, according to the Midrash Zut-
ta, Boaz’s birth and the time when the 
events in the megillah took place are in ac-
cordance with the above opinion, but he 
died on the night that he married Ruth, 
then, in that case, his years must have 
been at most from the entry into the Land 
of Israel until the end of the lifetimes of 
Barak and Devorah — 188 years (accord-
ing to Seder Olam, chapter 12). According 
to that opinion, Boaz wasn’t Ivtzan. n

son’ [Ruth 4:13] — If not that this was a gift 
from G-d, it’s impossible that Boaz would 
father a child, since he was old. And also: 
‘And G-d caused to be seen all the Land’ 
[Devarim 34:1] — If not that this seeing was 
from G-d, it was impossible to see so far.” 

According to Rashi’s opinion, all the 
protagonists in the story of this megillah 
were ancient. For the gemara in Bava Bas-
ra (91a) says: “Rav Chanan bar Rava, 
quoting Rav: ‘Elimelech and Shalmon and 
Ploni-Almoni and Naomi’s father were all 
children of Nachshon ben Aminadav.’ ” 
And according to the Seder Olam, and 
Rashi on Divrei HaYamim, Nachshon died 
in the second year after the Exodus. In that 
case, Elimelech and Ploni-Almoni, who 
lived in the era of Ivtzan, were at least as 
old as Boaz, Nachshon’s grandson. And 
even Naomi, Boaz’s cousin, was proba-
bly of an age similar to his. In this con-
nection, the words of the gemara in Yeva-
mos (64b) should be mentioned: “In the 
days of David, years decreased.” Mean-
ing that before David, they lived longer. 
(Though indeed, even the Avos didn’t 
live as many years as these, and this needs 
investigating.)

And how old was Ruth when she mar-
ried Boaz? In Sotah (47a) and in Sanhe-
drin (105b) it is written: “Ruth was the 
daughter of Eglon.” In Nazir (23b) and 
Horayos (10b) it’s written: “Ruth was the 
daughter of the son of Eglon.” And in the 
Midrash Rabbah on Ruth (chapter 2, si-
man 8): “Ruth and Orpah were the daugh-
ters of Eglon.”

Eglon was the king of Moav at the 
time of Ehud ben Geira, who judged Israel 
for eighty years. The first eighteen of 
those eighty years were years of Israel’s 
subjugation to Eglon, and at their end, Eg-
lon was killed by Ehud. From here, we see 
that Eglon was killed eighty-six years af-
ter Israel entered the Land (according to 
the Seder Olam, chapter 12).

If we understand the gemara’s words 
according to their plain meaning, it comes 
out that in the days of Ivtzan, Ruth was 
more than two hundred years old. And in 
that case, Rashi’s wonder that Boaz fa-
thered a child at age three hundred is not 
understandable, since the wonder over 
Ruth is much greater, because it’s harder 
for a woman to become a parent at an ad-
vanced age than it is for a man (see Ram-
ban Bereishis 17:17). The Torah makes 
much of the birth of Yitzchak by Sarah 
when she was ninety, while the tremen-
dous wonder of Oved’s birth by Ruth, af-
ter attaining the age of two hundred isn’t 
mentioned, even in Chazal’s words. How 
can this be?

The Tosafos on Nazir (23b) and on Ye-
vamos (48b) says that “daughter of his 
son” doesn’t mean specifically the grand-

daughter, but rather with many genera-
tions between them. Their proof is from 
the gemara in Yevamos (ibid): “Why were 
converts afflicted in that time? Because 
they delayed entering under the wings of 
the Shechinah. What is the Scriptural 
verse to prove this? ‘May G-d repay your 
deeds, and may your reward be complete 
from G-d, the Lord of Israel, in that you 
have come to shelter under His wings’ 
[Ruth 2:12].” Meaning that Ruth was 
young when she converted, and therefore 
Boaz praised her for not delaying to enter 
under the wings of the Shechinah. But if 
she was the daughter of Eglon, it’s obvi-
ous that she wasn’t at all young in the days 
of Ivtzan, as we’ve said.

It seems from the words of the Tosafos 
that Rashi reasoned that “the days when 
the Judges judged” were the days of Ivt-
zan, and therefore it’s necessary to say 
that she was a descendant of Eglon, many 
generations later. We will now see that 
this opinion is not at all simple.

First of all, it’s a great wonder about 
Rashi. His commentary that “the days 
when the Judges judged” were the days of 
Ivtzan has no clearly stated source, as far 
as I, with my limited vision, can find, ex-
cept for the joining of the gemara’s words 
with those of the midrash, as explained 
above. And opposing this, we find in 
Chazal other words entirely. 

In the Midrash Rabbah on Ruth (chap-
ter 1, siman 1) it states: “‘In the days when 
the Judges judged’ ... And who were they? 
Rav says they were Barak and Devorah; 
Rabi Yehoshua ben Levi says they were 
Shamgar and Ehud; Rav Huna says they 
were Devorah, Barak, and Yael …” And 
in Seder Olam (chapter 12) it states that 
the story took place in the days of Ehud 
and Shamgar, in accordance with the 
opinion of Rabi Yehoshua ben Levi.

Two things that are in contradiction to 
Rashi’s opinion arise from the words of 
the midrash: 1) According to all these 
opinions, “the days when the Judges 
judged” weren’t the days of Ivtzan, but 
rather a time significantly closer to the en-
try into the Land of Israel. 2) Rav’s opin-
ion, in the midrash, that “the days when 
the Judges judged” refers to the days of 
Barak and Devorah, and this is the very 
same Rav who says, in Bava Basra, “Ivt-
zan is Boaz.” If Boaz is Ivtzan, but the sto-
ry of Megillas Ruth took place in the days 
of Devorah and Barak, Boaz can’t have 
died on the same night that he married 
Ruth, but lived longer — from the end of 
the days of Barak and Devorah until the 
end of the days of Ivtzan, there’s 123 years 
— until, at the end of his life, he was a 
judge of Israel and was then called Ivtzan. 
And Rav surely differs with the midrash 
that Boaz died on the night that he married 
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by Rav Raphael Hirschman 

Three of the most famous kehillos of 
Israel during their times were the ke-
hillos of “Shum” – Spira, Vormiza, 

and Magentsa (Speyer, Worms, and Mainz) 
— located in Ashkenaz (Germany). These 
kehillos, which sat on the banks of the Rhine 
River, were almost completely destroyed in 
4856 (1096), during the rampages of the 
First Crusade. In their memory, many kinos 
were written, as well as the prayer Av HaRa-
chamim — “the holy kehillos who gave their 
lives for the sanctification of Hashem” — 
which is recited on nearly every Shabbos by 
Ashkenazim. The cities were also attacked 
during later Crusades, but in spite of all this, 
they rose from the ashes and returned to be-
ing vibrant Torah communities.

In addition to the disasters that befell 
them, the names of the congregations of 
Speyer, Worms, and Mainz are known 
throughout the generations because of the fa-
mous takanos (regulations) that were estab-
lished there, which are known as the “Taka-
nos of Shum” or the “Takanos of the 
Congregations.” These regulations, which 

were established by the sages and leaders of 
the congregations, address many and varied 
subjects and have had a decisive influence on 
Yiddishkeit in Europe for hundreds of years.

What was the background of these taka-
nos? Who were the rabbanim that signed 
them? By what authority did they enact 
them? Can we learn something about the 
Yiddishkeit of that generation from these ta-
kanos? What remains of them today? These 
questions and more will be discussed below.

A Boiling Cauldron
Background: After the massacres of 

4856, the Jewish congregations located along 
the shores of the “Rhinus,” as the Jews in that 
locale used to call the Rhine, began to rebuild 
their lives. The cities they lived in were ruled 
by German noblemen. Each ruler had unlim-
ited power, which he used according to his 
desires and caprices. Many times the ruler 
mixed in with the affairs of the Jewish con-
gregations. If he wished to, he could appoint 
the leaders and heads of the community, and 
he could depose them according to his wish 
as well. This situation created an opening for 
bribes and rewards, as it was known that the 

one who worried most about filling up the 
ruler’s coffers was the man most likely to be 
appointed to a leadership position.

The city authorities levied taxes on the 
residents. These taxes were used to pay for 
the city’s guards and other municipal needs, 
which included enriching the prince of the 
city. The taxes that were levied on the Jews 
were levied collectively, and the congrega-
tion decided who to tax and how much each 
person had to pay. The amount determined 
for each person was based on the person’s 
own admission, as well as an assessment of 
the person’s possessions by the gabbaim. As 
was perhaps only natural, many arguments 
arose. Many of those who received a high as-
sessment complained that the high tax that 
had been laid upon them was more than their 
income and possessions warranted, and they 
even accused the gabbaim of plotting against 
them for personal reasons. They therefore 
refused to pay the tax.

Before the Crusades, Rhineland Jews 
were merchants who traveled from place to 
place. In one town they bought merchandise 
at a low price. They then traveled to a differ-
ent place and sold their wares at a higher 

The  Takanos of Shum

What was the 
background for these 
regulations? Who 
were the rabbanim 
that signed them? By 
what authority did 
they enact them? 
What remains of them 
today? This and more 
will be discussed in 
this article

price. The Crusades brought with them a 
spirit of agitation and unquiet, and it became 
dangerous to travel on the intercity roads. 
Left without a means of livelihood, some 
Jewish former merchants became, out of ne-
cessity, money lenders — a profession that 
didn’t require travel or danger. Most of the 
lenders lent money to non-Jewish residents 
of the cities, for whom the prohibition 
against charging interest didn’t apply. But a 
few of the loans were made to the Jewish 
congregations themselves, which caused 
halachic problems as well as financial dis-
putes and litigation.

These disputes, for their part, created 
new problems, which were in addition to the 
essence of the argument: There were Jews 
who turned to non-Jewish courts and ac-
cused Jewish litigants before them. There 
were also those who used more accepted 
weapons, but still caused a great nuisance — 
obstructing the prayer services or the reading 
of the Torah in synagogue — until justice 
was done. And there were those who suc-
ceeded in enlisting the help of one of the 
talmidei chachamim or communal leaders, 
and they put a ban of excommunication and 
ostracism on the litigants. These litigants, for 
their part, didn’t sit idle. They were infuriat-
ed by the additional injustice that had been 
done to them, in their opinion, and prepared 
to fight against the excommunicator and his 
camp. The result of all this was that the argu-
ment continued to flourish. 

The interaction between all these com-
munity members, some of whom were quite 
upset, caused a great deal of agitation within 
the communities. Communal leaders who 
had been selected by the rulers evaded paying 

Old Mikveh in Speyer
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the collective tax. Financial disputes, ostra-
cism and disputes, and various spiritual prob-
lems weighed on the communal life. Mean-
while, the plotting by non-Jews continued, 
which sometimes gave rise to various libels 
against the Jews, some of which were refuted, 
but some of which had a kernel of truth. All of 
these problems roused the sages of the gener-
ation to enter the fray and try to put an end to 
the communities’ deteriorating situation.

The Synod of the Takanos
The gedolei hador and the communal 

leaders decided to use their halachic authority 
to prepare takanos and to enact decrees for the 
public. It seems the first synod took place at 
Troyes, France, the birthplace of Rashi, in the 
year 1160 (4920 or 4921). At its head stood 
Rabbeinu Tam and his brother, the Rashbam, 
Rav Eliezer ben Natan (Rabbeinu Eliezer the 
Elder of Mainz, the Raavan, one of the Baalei 
HaTosefos and the grandfather of the Rosh), 
and another 250 rabbanim from various com-
munities in France. The synod decided on a 
long list of takanos on various topics. It should 
be noted that many of the regulations men-
tioned below were later ascribed to Rabbeinu 
Gershom Me’or HaGolah. However, the ob-
servance of some of the takanos had become 
weakened, and so the sages who came to the 
synod strengthened them with a ban of ex-
communication and a curse.

Two of the regulations established by the 
Troyes synod had to do with the relationship 
between the Jews and the Christian rulers. 
One ruling forbids a Jew from turning to non-
Jewish courts, both for the purpose of bring-
ing his personal lawsuit and for the purpose 
of enforcing the decision of a Jewish beis din, 
with the exception of cases where a litigant 
refused to accept the decision of the beis din. 

(Many Rishonim classify this prohibition as 
an issur d’Oraysa, their intention therefore 
was just to reinforce this grave issur.)

The second edict prohibited turning to the 
authorities “to punish or fine his fellow Jew.” 

Some of the regulations were concerned 
with the topic of tax disputes. It was estab-
lished that in the instance where a person 
who was asked to pay a tax claimed that there 
had been a mistake with his assessment, he 
should first pay the tax or give a pledge ac-
cording to the value set by the kehillah. Only 
after that could he go with the community’s 
tax assessors to a beis din, which would have 
no connection with the litigants’ community. 
But if the person believed that the assessors 
were plotting against him to ruin him, he 
could go to beis din before he paid. 

Regulations Pertaining  
to the Synagogue

“Bitul hatamid” was another topic of 
concern at the Troyes synod. According to 
this ancient regulation, which was attributed 
to Rabbeinu Gershom, a person who sus-
pected that a member of the shul was op-
pressing him was permitted to interrupt the 
prayer service or the Torah reading, until a 
court was assembled and the case was inves-
tigated. The French rabbanim limited a per-
son’s right to make a disturbance, and they 
established that if the plaintiff has asked the 
defendant to appear at beis din and the defen-
dant has refused to come, the plaintiff has 
permission to delay three times Maariv in the 
synagogue or the Kedusha d’Sidra, and only 
after that can he delay Shacharis, Minchah, 
or the Torah reading. Of course, the delay 
could only be in the synagogue where the de-
fendant usually prayed. It was also estab-
lished that a person who had lost something 
could delay the prayer service until all the 
congregants obligated themselves that if one 
of them knew the place where the lost object 
could be found, he would reveal it to the per-
son who had lost the object.

The goal of these rulings was to regulate 
the extent of the right to delay the prayers and 
make a disturbance. The sages wished to cre-
ate a balance between the weapon of “bitul 
hatamid” and wasting the time of the public 
and creating a “tircha d’tzibbura” (a burden 
for the public).

The connection between monetary  
disputes and matters pertaining to the syna-
gogue can be found in the language of another 
regulation: If a person who lends a place to the 
public for use as a synagogue has an argument 
with one of the congregants, he can’t forbid 
that person from going to the synagogue to 
pray, unless he forbids everyone from praying 
in the place, in which case the synagogue is 
returned to his possession. The goal of the  
regulation was to prevent a situation where a 
person could exploit his contribution to the 

public as a weapon in his personal dispute 
with another person.

The synod also strengthened the well-
known cherem of Rabbeinu Gershom that 
forbade a man from marrying two wives, un-
less the man received permission from one 
hundred rabbanim that lived in three differ-
ent countries: Anjou, Normandy, and France.

The First Synod of Shum
The takanos of Rabbeinu Tam and his 

colleagues that were enacted in Troyes 
mainly obligated the Jewish communities of 
France. The Rhineland communities, which 
suffered from the same problems, decided 
to adopt the method of takanos to solve their 
problems. In the year 1196 (4956), a synod 
of rabbanim and communal leaders repre-
senting all the Rhineland communities  
convened in Mainz. It seems that the head of 
the synod was Rabbeinu David of Mintz-
burg, a talmid of Rabbeinu Tam. This synod 
adopted most of the takanos established at 
Troyes, while adding more takanos to them. 
They were signed by the rabbanim and 
communal leaders of Shum.

Another synod was convened in Mainz 
twenty-four years later, in the year 1220 
(4980). At this synod the takanos established 
at the first Mainz synod were signed a  
second time by the leaders of the generation. 
It seems that the takanos needed to be rati-
fied again so soon because they hadn’t been 
accepted by many members of the commu-
nities, and so the wayward behavior had con-
tinued as before, without change. The 
rabbanim understood that it was up to them 
to create a practical mechanism of deterrence 
that would obligate the members of the  
kehillah to pay heed to the takanos. At the 
4980 synod, they clarified and publicized 
that whoever transgressed the takanos would 
be put in a “severe cherem.” The sages of 
Shum hoped that this threat would do the job, 
and that the running of communal affairs 
would flow again like tranquil waters.

What were the additional takanos of the 
4956 and 4980 synods of Shum?

In addition to reiterating the takanos of 
Troyes, the synod concerned itself with fun-
damental issues pertaining to “bein adam 
l’chaveiro.” In the introduction to these taka-
nos, the signers noted the woeful situation 
that existed in the communities: “The stick 
blossoms and wickedness flourishes. Vio-
lence establishes the staff of the evil one, and 
there is no one to save, and already there is 
no rescuing spring, and the imploring voice 
of the unfortunate daughter of our people has 
risen to our ears.” 

It seems that these stirring words were 
written as a consequence of a phenomenon 
that had spread among the communities: the 
appearance of the “informer.” The sages of 
Shum decided to cut down this dangerous 

The first to establish takanos for Am Yisrael were the talmidei chachamim of the time 
of David HaMelech and his beis din, continuing with Ezra and Anshei Kenesses HaGed-
olah. Their authority was based on the directives “and you shall do according to all that they 
teach you,” “ ‘ and you shall keep My charge’ – make a guard for My charge,” and earlier 
sages relied on this, each receiving the tradition from the one before him, all the way back 
to Moshe Rabbeinu, a”h. 

When the decrees of the Byzantines increased in Eretz Yisrael, 1,600 years ago, the 
sages of the Sanhedrin dispersed to various places (mainly in Babylon), and the authority 
of the Dayanim in Eretz Yisrael was nullified. As a result of this, the higher authority to es-
tablish takanos for Am Yisrael disappeared, and from that generation onward no takanos 
were established that were binding on all of Klal Yisrael, in every place where they were 
dispersed.

Despite this, chachmei Yisrael established many and varied takanos for their genera-
tions, which obligated the kehillos of those who made the regulations to behave according 
to their directives and not to turn from them to the right or to the left. They even ostracized, 
banned, and excommunicated the person who transgressed the takanah, and so the takanos 
were strictly guarded and kept by the residents of the kehillos.

The first ones to establish takanos after the abolishment of the Sanhedrin were the Rab-
banan Savorai. After them, came the Geonim of Babylon; Rabbeinu Gershom Me’or 
HaGolah; Baalei HaTosefos and the Rishonim; and the sages of Spain, France, and Ger-
many. Still later, famous takanos were made in Poland by the Council of  Four Lands, some 
of which have survived until today — such as the need for supervision of kashrus, even if 
the seller is known to be Torah observant.

From where did the sages draw the authority to make these takanos? Wasn’t the author-
ity to do so abolished with the Sanhedrin?! How did they dare to be so bold as to decree new 
decrees for the public?   

The Rishonim examined this problem in detail, and concluded that the halachah regard-
ing “the leaders of the city” gave them this authority. The source of this type of authority is 
explained in Masechta Bava Basra (8b): “The city’s residents are permitted to stipulate 
weights and measures and to set the workers’ wages and to establish penalties for breaking 
the rules” (Rashi: to establish penalties — to fine the transgressor for not heeding their 
words). On this authority, Rashbam wrote in a response (vol. 1, 769) that “a person has no 
authority to remove himself and say I won’t accept the takanos and the like, as the individu-
als are subservient to the majority, like every community is subservient to the supreme court 
or the prince, thus each and every individual is subservient to the public that is in his city.”

Also the Chinuch (Mitzvah 491) writes: “Each and every community in every place 
has to ration among themselves a little of the good things that they have, so that everyone 
will have strength to force themselves with all kinds of coercions that are seemly in their 
eyes, with money or even with the body, to do the Torah’s mitzvos, and to prevent them-
selves from coming close to any improper thing and anything like it.” The Rosh, in his re-
sponsa (6:5), adds that this is also for the takanos and the cherems that the community 
makes, as it is said “to follow the majority” — a person doesn’t have the possibility of shak-
ing himself free from them.

Rashi established in his responsa (247), that even if a person swore that he won’t accept 
the community’s takanos, and takanos were established after his oath, it is like it was a vow 
to nullify a mitzvah, and so the oath isn’t binding on him.

The Chazon Ish (Even HaEzer 63:7), in his discussion of Takanos Shum, writes: “The 
takanos of the sages of every generation obligate like the takanos of the sages in the time of 
the Talmud.”

Furthermore, the tzibbur even has the authority to impose ostracism, excommunication, 
and curses on the one who transgresses the takanos. According to the Rosh (Responsa, 4:4), 
this authority is learned from the words of the oral tradition: “The community bans and ex-
communicates he who transgresses their decrees, like the cherem of the snake and like that 
of Ezra (‘and whoever came not within three days, according to the counsel of the princes 
and the elders), they will put into cherem all of his possessions (he will be separated from the 
congregation of exile’) … (and) the ban of the cherem will apply to future generations.” 

We have thus learned that despite the abolishment of the Sanhedrin and the lack of 
Dayanim with smichah, the authority still exists to make takanos for the purpose of ob-
serving the Torah and the mitzvos and for the public’s benefit. As was said earlier, this 
authority was given into the hands of the sages of the kehillos and their leaders, and in-
deed they made wide use of their authority on behalf of Torah observance and the spiri-
tual life of the community.  

“Like The TAkAnoS oF The SAgeS in The Time oF The TALmud”
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phenomenon once and for all. They estab-
lished that someone who informed on his fel-
low Jew was forbidden to give testimony in a 
beis din or to swear an oath, and he would be 
placed in a communal ban until he repaid the 
injured party his losses and did complete  
teshuvah. In addition, they decreed that if a 
Jew threatened his fellow Jew that he would 
inform on him to the non-Jewish authorities 
and make him lose money, and afterward the 
rulers did plot against the innocent man, the 
informer was obligated to pay the money that 
was lost and he couldn’t complain that he 
didn’t act on his threats and that he had no 
connection to the actions of the authorities. 

Problems with injurious relations with 
the non-Jewish authorities were discussed in 
additional takanos established at Mainz. To 
prevent the non-Jews from interfering in the 
life of the kehillah, it was established that if a 
person was appointed to a position in the 
synagogue, such as chazzan or the one who 
rolls the Torah scroll, by the non-Jewish au-
thorities, that same person would be ostra-
cized, excommunicated, and placed in cher-
em. The synod strove to create a situation 
where even legitimate relationships with the 
authorities wouldn’t influence the public’s 
affairs. For this reason, it was established that 
no one, even someone close to the authori-
ties, would be exempt from paying taxes.

An additional takanah dealt with finan-
cial matters. It was established that no one 
could lend money unless it was in accor-
dance with the halachos pertaining to busi-
ness practices, which is to say that the money 
being loaned would be thought of as a joint 
investment, and the chances of profiting or 
losing would be shared between the loaner 
and the person receiving the loan. This taka-
nah was enacted to prevent halachic prob-
lems concerning charging interest. It was 
also established that a person was supposed 
to act honestly in all his financial affairs, and 
“not lie and shave the coins.” Shaving coins 
referred to the practice of scraping slivers off 
the official gold coins and selling the slivers 
of gold. (Although the coin looked like it still 
weighed the correct weight, it didn’t.) This 
trick was common during those times, and 
the sages of Shum looked upon it as stealing, 
a desecration of the Divine Name, and a dan-
ger to life. In fact, in 1278 the Jews in Eng-
land were suspected of shaving coins and 
269 of them were hung.

The taxes levied by the non-Jewish au-
thorities and the disputes they caused were 
two more topics that were on the synod’s 
agenda. It was established not to take a 
pledge from a person that was entrusted with 
seforim (handwritten manuscripts were 
worth a great deal of money in those days) 
for the tax debts of the owner of the books. 
Likewise, it was decided that if a person 
made an affidavit under oath that his posses-

sions were meager in order to be exempt 
from paying a high tax, and it was found that 
he had lied, the oath would be annulled.

Another important takanah that pertained 
to bein adam l’chaveiro forbade a person to 
call someone else a mamzer or any other 
name that suggested a marriage was invalid.

Public and Private Takanos
Additional matters pertaining to the pub-

lic were deliberated on by the synod and re-
corded in the takanos. For instance, it was de-
cided that if there wasn’t enough money to 
pay the melamdim, it was permissible to take 
money from the endowments of the deceased, 
even if the deceased had specified that the 
money be used for some other purpose. It was 
decided that takanos for the benefit of the city 
or its affairs would be accepted and there 
would be no possibility of refusing to obey 
them. Also, they couldn’t be litigated in a din 
Torah. It was also forbidden to reveal secrets 
pertaining to the community to non-Jews.

The synod also dealt with matters pertain-
ing to the synagogue. A person was forbidden 
to pray in a synagogue against the wishes of 
the public. It was also decided that the pledges 
made in a synagogue to give charity had to be 
paid to the same synagogue where the person 
had made the pledge. Another decision, 
whose importance still stands until today, es-
tablished that it was forbidden to talk in the 
synagogue, but “they will sit in dread and awe 
and will serve their Father in heaven.”

Parallel to the takanos concerning com-
munal matters, the Shum synod dealt with a 
long list of takanos that touched on areas per-
taining to the private life of the communal 
Jew. For instance, the synod decided that ev-
ery person had to make a fixed time to study 
Torah, Midrash, or the Talmud, according to 
the extent of his understanding and opportu-
nities. In addition, the synod accepted a num-
ber of takanos pertaining to kashrus, such as 
the prohibition to eat preserves made by non-
Jews, takanos pertaining to yayin nesech, the 
obligation to remove the “chutei d’kaflei” at 
the time of porging (from a fear of trans-
gressing the prohibition against eating chai-
lev), the prohibition against using a non-Jew 
to deliver meat, and the prohibition against 
performing shechitah without obtaining a 
“receipt” from the Rav.

During times of joy there were different 
obstacles, and the synod was concerned with 
them as well. It seems there was a wide-
spread custom to force people to contribute 
to covering the cost of wedding expenses. 
There was also a custom to take things from 
the wedding hall, as a result of the drunken-
ness and extra joy. Consequently, the taka-
nos established that it was forbidden to take 
more than six pshutim (small coins), and it 
was forbidden for the friends of the chassan 
to steal a rooster and other things from any 

person. Another problem concerned inviting 
guests for a meal on Shabbos. Sometimes 
the cooked food for Shabbos would start to 
burn. According to halachah it was forbid-
den to add water on Shabbos, but there were 
those who couldn’t control themselves be-
cause of the shame, and so they asked a non-
Jew to do it. In order to prevent this, the syn-
od decided to appoint a Jewish guard to 
prevent a non-Jew from adding water to the 
pot, for the benefit of the guests.

It seems that many Jews were involved 
in trading with non-Jews, and they began to 
slowly change their dress and external ap-
pearance, and tried to look similar to their 
non-Jewish colleagues. The sages of Shum 
saw fit to enact regulations on this subject, 
and established that no Jew could wear the 
dress of the non-Jews, wear a “cavernous 
sleeve” (apparently this was a type of shirt 
worn by non-Jews), or shave his beard with a 
razor (which is an issur d’Oraysa)or any-
thing similar to a razor, such as scissors that 
trim the beard close to the cheeks.

Another takanah was dedicated to the 
war being waged against extravagant spend-
ing, which apparently was spreading in the 
Rhineland communities. It established that it 
was forbidden to invite people to a meal that 
wasn’t a seudas mitzvah, except for a person 
who had guests staying with him or a person 
undergoing bloodletting who had to eat more 
for his health. A pregnant woman also could 
make a meal for her friends. It should be  
noted that this takanah was the earliest one 
on this subject; it was the precedent for the 
takanos that were established afterward, and 
which are still being established today.

There were a number of takanos that 
didn’t state something new in terms of hala-
chos or conduct, but whose purpose was to 
strengthen halachos and dinim that were be-
ing observed with laxity by the masses. Bans, 
excommunications, and curses were leveled 
against the person who sinned in the area of 
yayin nesech, ignoring precautionary mea-
sures, turning to non-Jewish courts, and more.

Who Were the members  
of the Synod?

As was mentioned earlier, all of these ta-
kanos were established by the Baalei 
HaTosafos in the synod that was convened in 
Mainz in the years 4856 and 4980. Accom-
panying the takanos was a severe warning 
that whoever transgressed them would be 
ostracized, and if he didn’t do teshuvah with-
in a month, the community could send his 
money to the authorities and fine him ac-
cording to the decision of the kehillah. 

The signers of the takanos were dozens 
of rabbanim from three of the most important 
Rhineland communities. Standing out in 
particular were Rabbeinu David of Mintz-
burg (who was the talmid of Rabbeinu Tam 

and the Rav of the Rosh), Rabbeinu Yaakov 
ben Rabbeinu Asher HaLevi of Speyer (the 
Rav of the “Mordechai”), Rabbeinu Simcha 
ben Rabbeinu Shmuel of Speyer (one of the 
Baalei HaTosafos, a talmid of the Raavia and 
the Rav of the Ohr Zarua), Rabbeinu Eliezer 
of Metz (the Yere’im), Rabbeinu Eliezer ben 
Rabbeinu Yehudah of Worms (the Rokeach), 
Rabbeinu Baruch ben Rabbeinu Shmuel of 
Mainz (author of Sefer Hachochmah and the 
well-known Shabbos song Baruch Kel Ely-
on), and Rabbeinu Eliezer ben Yoel HaLevi 
of Cologne (known as the Avi HaEzri or the 
Raavia).

In Tamuz 4983, the rabbanim and other 
dignitaries from the Shum communities once 
again came together, apparently in Speyer. 
This synod was deeply concerned with taka-
nos concerning chalitzah (see below). Addi-
tional takanos made there forbade commu-
nal leaders to act alone and put a cherem on 
someone, and if they did, the ostracized one 
wouldn’t be ostracized. On the other hand, it 
was forbidden to undo a cherem without the 
community’s agreement. The gedolei hador 
who signed these takanos included the 
Rokeach, Rabbeinu David ben Rabbeinu 
Shaltiel (a talmid of the Raavia, Av Beis Din 
of Lourdes), RabbeinuYehudah ben Rab-
beinu Moshe haKohen of Mainz, (Rav of the 
Maharam of Rothenburg), and others.

As it is clear, most of the Shum takanos 
were made in response to local problems ex-
clusive to the Ashkenazic and French com-
munities of the Middle Ages. For this reason, 
most of them were followed only in their 
place and in their time; they didn’t spread to 
other communities and they didn’t survive 
past the period when they were needed. Only 
two takanos that have their origin in the 
Shum takanos have survived even until  
today: the takanah concerning dowries and 
the takanah concerning chalitzah. 
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The  dowry Takanah 
The most famous of the Shum takanos is 

know as the “Dowry Takanah.” This taka-
nah was first established by Rabbeinu Tam, 
but he himself retracted it toward the end of 
his life. Despite this, the students of his stu-
dents reinstated it during the synod of 4980. 
They also added several clauses that weren’t 
in Rabbeinu Tam’s original takanah. 

The background for this takanah was a 
bitter fact. Because of the difficult living 
conditions during those times, there were 
many instances when a woman passed away 
during the first year of her marriage, some-
times due to complications during her preg-
nancy or at childbirth. The widowed hus-
band mourned for the wife of his youth, but 
the father of the young woman had a double 
grief — the loss of the daughter who had 
been taken away from him in the prime of 
her life and the loss of the gold jewelry and 
money that had been her dowry, which had 
been given to his son-in-law at the time of the 
marriage with the hope that the young couple 
would enjoy a long life together. Since ac-
cording to din Torah the husband inherits his 
wife’s possessions, the entire dowry went to 
the widowed husband. The bereaved father 
felt that strangers had inherited his wealth 
and possessions. 

It seems that this gloomy situation fre-
quently occurred in that generation. It can 
even be supposed that because of the many 
instances that occurred, the feeling grew 
stronger that if things continued without any 
change, the fathers would no longer give 
their daughters the kind of jewelry and dow-
ry that was appropriate for the daughters of 
Israel. A result of this course of action might 
be that the daughters would continue to sit in 
their fathers’ houses until their hair turned 
gray, since the young men would prefer those 
whose fathers agreed to endow the daughter 
with an acceptable dowry. Rabbeinu Tam 
and the sages of his generation that were con-
cerned with this problem lent their halachic 
authority to finding a solution for it. In the 
years 4920–21, a meeting was held in Troyes 
that was attended by Rabbeinu Tam, his 
brother Rabbeinu Shmuel (the Rashbam), 
and others, at which was declared:

“In the name of the king and the residents 
of Narbonne, of which we have heard, and 
whose renown and sagacity we have ob-
served, we agree to swear, the residents of 
France and Anjou and Normandy. In the de-
crees of Yehoshua bin Nun and the books of 
the Torah, in the decrees of the beis din 
Above and the beis din below, on the subject 
of a woman who dies within twelve months 
without giving birth to a living child … all of 
the dowry will be returned, and that which 
remains in his hand that was not taken from 
the dowry … and that which remains will be 
returned until the time of a beis din in thirty 

days … We have accepted this upon our-
selves, the residents of Troyes and Reims, 
and we have sent it to the  living within a 
day’s journey from here and we are pleased 
to do so, and our bans and decrees are for 
ourselves and all who are with us and for our 
offspring…” (Sefer HaYashar, Rabbeinu 
Tam, siman 788).

Despite the fact that this takanah goes 
against the halachah received from Sinai and 
passed down to subsequent generations, it 
didn’t prevent the Baalei HaTosafos from es-
tablishing it, because they understood that it 
was the need of the hour and that hefker beis 
din hefker hu-Beis din has the legal right to 
declare ones  possessions ownerless. Rab-
beinu Tam added that he found afterward in 
Toras Kohanim an indirect source for his ta-
kanos: “We have learned in Parshas 
HaTochachah that ‘your strength shall be 
spent in vain’ — and there is a man who 
raised his daughter and gave her a great deal 
of money. The seven days of feasting had not 
ended when his daughter died. From this we 
can conclude that one who buries his daugh-
ter, he loses his money.” Rabbeinu Tam ends 
by saying, “Fortunate are we that we do not 
stand under this same decree…” 

Takanas Chalitzah
Another famous takanah that was estab-

lished by the Shum synod was the “Takanas 
Chalitzah,” or the “Takanah for Distributing 
Property.” This ruling was concerned with 
instances where the man died without hav-
ing any children, and his widow was re-
quired to have yibum or chalitzah preformed 
by one of the brothers of the deceased. The 
takanah deals with the time frame for per-
forming the mitzvah of yibum or chalitzah, 
and with the distribution of the deceased’s 
property and the property of the wife after 
the performance of chalitzah. 

The takanah was first established at the 
synods held in Mainz in the years 4956 and 
4980, and were established again, in more de-
tail, at the synod held in Speyer in 4983. After 
sixty years they were ratified by the Maharam 
of Rothenburg, and after an additional one 
hundred years, on Tu B’Av in the year 5141 
(1381), they were again established in Mainz, 
with changes to the takanah’s language. 

Thus the takanah established: When a 
man without children passes away and his 
wife requires yibum or chalitzah, the brother-
in-law is not permitted to desert the widow, 
but three months after the petirah he must 
perform yibum or arrange for chalitzah. If 
chalitzah is agreed on, the deceased person’s 
possessions will be distributed according to 
the opinion of the Dayanim, without there 
being the possibility of a financial lawsuit on 
the side of the brother-in-law. At the 5141 
synod, it was decided to distribute the prop-
erty equally between the widow and the 

brothers of the deceased man. An additional 
decision that was accepted at the synod 
touched on the amount of the kesubah’s obli-
gation toward a maiden and toward a widow. 
It clarified that Cologne’s coins should no 
longer be used, and that a maiden should re-
ceive six hundred gold florins while a widow 
would receive three hundred.

The signers of the takanos of 4980 and 
4983 have already been mentioned. Nine  
from Ashkenaz signed the takanos of 5141, 
the best known of them being Rabbeinu 
Moshe ben Rabbeinu Yekusiel HaLevi Mo-
lin, the father of the Maharil.

The language of the takanah doesn’t 
clarify the reason for the change. Moreover, 
this takanah stands in opposition to an ear-
lier regulation, attributed to the Rabbanan 
Savorai, and established that, “If she wants 
chalitzah and he wants yibum … the Rab-
banan Savorai established to give the broth-
er-in-law the property she received from 
her husband … so that he will want chalit-
zah. This takanah is so that the daughters of 
Israel won’t fall into bad ways” (Trumas 
HaDeshen, in the name of the Raavia).

It is explained that according to the earli-
er takanah the brother-in-law received, after 
the chalitzah, all the kesubah money of the 
widow. Why did the sages of Shum change 
the takanah of the Rabbanan Savorai, and 
cut in half the rights of the brother-in-law? It 
is beneficial to look to later generations in or-
der to clarify the roots of the takanah and to 
comprehend their intentions. 

The Trumas HaDeshen (Pesakim 262) 
conjectured that the takanah was established 
to wrestle with two opposing plagues. On the 
one hand, a brother-in-law often made it dif-
ficult for the widow to get the yibum or chal-
itzah that would free her from her chains. 
There were brothers-in-law who desired the 
money, and they would only perform the 
yibum or chalitzah in exchange for it. A wid-
ow who didn’t respond to the brother-in-
law’s extortion attempt would have to remain 
unable to remarry for many long years. 
Sometimes the opposite situation occurred 
— the brother-in-law wanted the yibum, but 
the widow, for her own reasons, wanted chal-
itzah and not yibum. When they didn’t come 
to an agreement, the widow remained unable 
to remarry and this created many obstacles. 

On the other hand, there were widows 
who were entitled to a great deal of money 
from their deceased husband’s estate and their 
brother-in-law wanted to perform yibum for 
the sake of the money and not for the sake of 
doing the mitzvah. Even so, the Rabbanan Sa-
vorai were of the opinion that the mitzvah of 
yibum was preferable to the mitzvah of chalit-
zah, even when there was no intention of do-
ing it l’sheim Shamayim. However, the Ris-
honim ruled in accordance to Abba Shaul that 
when a yibum is done for the sake of money 

(or any other external reason and not l’sheim 
Shamayim), the offspring will be mamzerim. 
The Rishonim therefore looked for a way to 
prevent yibum done for money.

The solution for these two problems was 
the communal takanos. On the one hand, the 
brother-in-law and the widow had to agree to 
do either yibum or chalitzah within three 
months after the husband had died. This pre-
vented an unnecessary prolongation of the 
situation, and removed the fear that the wid-
ow would remain unable to remarry. Like-
wise, the brother-in-law couldn’t try to extort 
money from the widow, because he was 
promised half of the kesubah immediately 
after the chalitzah. On the other hand, the 
fear of a yibum done for money was re-
moved. In this situation, only those who 
were interested in yibum for the sake of the 
mitzvah would perform it. 

As was mentioned above, these two ta-
kanos are still valid today, along with parts of 
other takanos that have survived. But since 
the majority of the takanos were concerned 
with problems of their day, and since the 
conditions of the times and the places 
changed, there wasn’t a place for them in lat-
er generations. Also, some of the takanos 
succeeded in truly improving and changing 
the relationship to certain mitzvos, and so 
there was no longer a need for them.

But in every generation chachmei Yisra-
el had their finger on the pulse of their times, 
and these takanos, Takanos Shum, testify 
like one hundred witnesses to how seriously 
they dealt with the problems that landed on 
their desks. Even if not much is left from 
these kehillos, and most of the takanos are no 
longer valid, the Torah of the Rishonim is 
still in our hands and their teachings can still 
be found in the batei medrash. And we can 
still learn from the example of our chachmei 
hadoros, who carried on their shoulders the 
yoke of the community’s behavior, both in 
general and in particular. n
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by Rabbi Dovid Rosman

Rashi (Bereishis 2:23), quoting the Mi-
drash, writes that Hashem created the world 
with lashon hakodesh. As proof, Rashi cites 
the pasuk referring to the creation of Cha-
vah in which the Torah writes that she 
should be called ishah since she was taken 
from an ish. Simply put, since the word 
ishah is related linguistically to the word 
ish, and since Chavah came from Adam, it 
was only appropriate that they bear linguis-
tically similar names. In other ancient lan-
guages, however, the names for male and 
female are totally different. For example, in 
Aramaic, the word for “man” is gavra, and 
the word for “woman” is isisa.

The similarity of the English terms for 
male and female is not surprising. English 
originates from Latin, which isn’t one of the 
seventy languages referenced throughout 
Tanach and Chazal. The Chasam Sofer in 
his commentary on Gittin (80a) writes that 
the language of Latin was made up at a later 
date, and it could very well be that the idea 
of having each gender’s name related to the 
other was taken from lashon hakodesh.

Ibn Ezra (11:1) and Kuzari (2:68) note 
that the names of people during the time of 
the creation of the world as well show that 
lashon hakodesh was the language of that 

time. Adam, for example, was given his 
name since he was created from the adamah, 
the earth (Bereishis 2:7). Chavah was called 
such since she was the “eim kol chai” (ibid. 
3:20). Kayin’s name was chosen because 
“kanisi ish es Hashem” (ibid. 4:1). The name 
Sheis was derived from “ki shas li Elokim ...” 
(ibid. 4:25). The name Noach was from “zeh 
yenachameinu ...” (ibid. 5:29). And, finally, 
Peleg was given his name because “biyamav 
nifligah haaretz” (ibid. 10:25).

Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer (22) records 
that in the times of Noach, women would 
give birth to sextuplets. Amazingly, like 
newborn sheep, the babies instinctively had 
the ability to walk.1 Additionally, they were 
born with the natural ability to speak lashon 
hakodesh without ever having heard the 
language from a parent. Lashon hakodesh 
was something inborn within each individ-
ual, just as Adam HaRishon spoke the lan-
guage without having learned it from any-
one (Radal, 32). 

Although the above Rishonim proved 
that lashon hakodesh was spoken at the 
time of Creation, it could very well be that 

1. Similarly, Rashi (Bereishis 4:24) notes that Hevel 
was young when he was killed. The midrash (Bereishis 
Rabbah 22:4) says that he was only fifty days old at the 
time, and we know from the pesukim that he was 
already working the ground and bringing korbanos.

other languages existed as well. Rashi, 
commenting on the words “vayihi chol 
haaretz safah echas” (Bereishis 11:1), how-
ever, states that at the time of the Dor Hafla-
gah (or Dor HaPalgah) everyone spoke 
lashon hakodesh exclusively. In an amaz-
ing insight, the Steipler Gaon (Birchas 
Peretz) notes that the gematria of “safah 
echas” is equivalent to the gematria of the 
words “lashon hakodesh.”

The Moshav Z’keinim, however, argues 
with Rashi and writes that everyone already 
knew the seventy languages. Chizkuni 
(11:7), as well, writes that the seventy lan-
guages must have been known based on the 
rule of “ein chadash tachas hashemesh.” In 
truth, there is a disagreement about this in the 
Talmud Yerushalmi 1:9 (in the beginning of 
the Gemara). The opinion that maintains that 
people spoke seventy languages understands 
that safah echas means that each person un-
derstood the language of the other.

Tosafos (Avodah Zarah 10a) quotes a 
midrash that says that Midyan and other na-
tions (besides Rome), which developed af-
ter the Dor Haflagah, got their languages 
from some nations that were killed during 
the Dor Haflagah. Seder Yaakov points out 
that this midrash is assuming that the sev-
enty languages already existed before the 
Dor Haflagah. When certain nations were 

destroyed during the Dor Haflagah, their 
languages were left hanging until new na-
tions adopted them.

The fact that everyone spoke one lan-
guage at that time enabled all people to live 
in harmony but, ironically, also caused 
them to sin. Therefore, Hashem decided to 
mix up the language. 

Rashi (Bereishis 11:7), as understood by 
the Sifsei Chachamim, explains that by mix-
ing up the languages, strife developed among 
the people, thereby causing them to move 
away from one another. This was against the 
people’s original plan to build a city in order 
to live in close proximity to one another.

Alternatively, Be’er B’Sadeh, in his 
commentary on Rashi (ibid. 11:1) explains, 
based on the Zohar, that the people were us-
ing lashon hakodesh to affect the higher 
worlds. Similarly, Rashi (ibid. 11:1) writes 
that the people planned to go up to the 
shamayim and wage war with Hashem. Shi-
ras David explains (based on Nefesh Ha-
Chaim 1:3) that Hashem created man in 
such a way that his actions affect the upper 
worlds. By performing good deeds and 
having proper thoughts, one brings kedush-
ah into the world. On the other hand, man 
can also ruin the upper worlds if his actions 
are improper. This is what it means that man 
was created with tzelem Elokim. The people 

at the time of the Dor Haflagah tried to in-
undate the upper worlds with as much tu-
mah as possible, in order that there’d be no 
more room for kedushah, thereby “fight-
ing” with Hashem. The Chida, in his com-
mentary on Eichah (1:8), writes that the 
other nations lost their ability to negatively 
affect the upper worlds at the time of the 
Dor Haflagah. Perhaps a critical source of 
their power was their ability to speak lashon 
hakodesh. In order to remove this power, 
Hashem split up the language.

Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer (24) elaborates 
that Hashem rearranged the language of 
lashon hakodesh to create seventy languag-
es and styles of writing. He then appointed 
seventy angels, one angel over each lan-
guage, to maintain this chaos.2 Once this 
was done, the people no longer understood 
each other when they attempted to speak 
lashon hakodesh. 

What Happened to Lashon 
Hakodesh After It Was Morphed 

Into Seventy Languages?
Rav Yehoshua Ibn Shuib (Spain, 1330, 

student of the Rashba) in his drashos on the 
Torah (end of parshas Noach) writes that the 
majority of lashon hakodesh remained with 
2. A similar idea is found in Targum Yonasan Ben Uziel 
(Bereishis 11:7).
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oath, namely one that Yosef had made with 
Pharaoh not to reveal his inability to be taught 
lashon hakodesh. We see from this gemara 
that it certainly was not normal for Egyptians 
to know lashon hakodesh.

The question is why? Shiras David ex-
plains that it was for a technical reason. Lashon 
hakodesh was spoken only within the family 
of Shem; it was not the language of Canaan. 
Actually, he notes, the language of Canaan was 
lashon Ivri. As Rashi (Bereishis 42:23) writes, 
the interpreter between Yosef and his brothers 
was translating between lashon Ivri and Egyp-
tian. Therefore, there was no reason for Egyp-
tians to know lashon hakodesh. 

The Chasam Sofer (Toras Moshe, Vayi-
gash, p. 194) explains that Pharaoh didn’t 
know lashon hakodesh for a more fundamen-
tal reason. He explains that since the language 
is kodesh, it can exist only among people who 
are kadosh.4 Yosef, who was completely in-
volved in Mitzrayim and its people and the cul-
ture, was still capable of retaining lashon ha-
kodesh. This was the biggest proof that he 
remained kadosh. It could be, therefore, that it 
was due to a lack of kedushah that Pharaoh 
could not understand lashon hakodesh.

The Name “Lashon Hakodesh”
The aforementioned explanation of the 

Chasam Sofer is related to an argument among 
the Rishonim as to why the language is called 
lashon hakodesh. Ramban (parshas Ki Sisa 
30:13) writes that the lashon is called “kadosh” 
because the Torah was given in this language, 
and this was the language that Hashem used to 
speak to the neviim. He quotes the Rambam, 
who writes in Moreh Nevuchim that it is called 
kadosh because there is no word in the lan-
guage specifically for certain parts of the body 
used for marital relations; rather, euphemisms 
(lashon kinui) are used to describe those or-
gans. The Maharal (Nesiv HaTzniyus 3) takes 
issue with the Rambam. According to the 
Rambam, the language is holy not in itself but 
only because it doesn’t contain “bad” words. If 
someone would speak without using improper 
language, for example, would we say that he 
speaks in a holy fashion? Does the absence of 
that which is unholy result in holiness? There-
fore, the Maharal suggests a third explanation 
of why the language is called kadosh. The lan-
guage a person uses and the way a person 
speaks are reflective of the inner essence of a 
person. They reveal who the person really is.5 
Just as a fruit tree’s essence is revealed by the 
type of fruit it produces, so too is mankind’s es-
4. He explains that this is why the language had to be split 
by the Dor Haflagah, since it could no longer be sustained 
by the people who weren’t kadosh.
5. Based on this, the Maharal (Gur Aryeh, Devarim 1:22) 
explains why Bnei Yisrael wanted to send out the 
meraglim in order to know what language the people in 
Eretz Yisrael spoke (it’s understandable that they would 
want to know the terrain, etc., but who cares what 
language they spoke?). In order to know the type of 
people they were about to fight against, it was important 
to know the language that they spoke.

sence revealed through its language. That’s 
why each of the seventy nations, explains the 
Maharal, has its own language. Since each na-
tion is inherently different from the other, each 
one must speak differently from the other. 
Lashon hakodesh, explains the Maharal, is 
the language that reflects the kedushah that 
lies within. Therefore, the Jewish Nation, 
which is kadosh, is the one that speaks this 
holy language.6 

Based on this understanding of the Maha-
ral, I once heard, in the name of Rav Moshe 
Shapiro, shlita, a beautiful insight into the 
structure of the human lips. The human body, 
on its surface, is peach or tan, while the inner 
lining is red. The lips, on the other hand, are 
the opposite. The inner red lining is revealed 
on the outside, while the outer tan part is cov-
ered over by the bottom lip. Hashem made the 
lips of a person different from all other parts 
of the body in order to stress this concept that 
the language of a person reflects his inner self. 
The lips are the final stage that one’s words 
must pass before being exposed to the out-
side. Symbolizing the fact that the words of a 
person reveal his true inner self, the lips are 
flipped inside out, revealing the inner part of 
the person.

A similar insight was made by Rav Mor-
dechai Neugroschel into the structure of the 
Hebrew letter peh, which is also the Hebrew 
word for “mouth.” Halachah teaches that 
when writing the letter peh in a sefer Torah, it 
should be written in such a way that the inside 
of the letter (the area of blank parchment 
within the letter) should look like a beis.7 The 
letter beis in lashon hakodesh is used in order 
to describe the inside of something. B’veis 
knesses, for example, means inside a shul. 
The peh, one’s mouth, outlines and delineates 
the beis, the inside of a person.8

Ashreinu mah tov chelkeinu, how fortu-
nate are we, to have this special language. 
Through recognizing that the way we speak 
reflects our true selves, we must work to re-
tain and increase our kedushah, thereby en-
suring that we preserve our singular connec-
tion with the language. By doing so, may we 
quickly be zocheh to the time when all the na-
tions of the world will once again speak 
lashon hakodesh9 and with it will call out in 
the name of Hashem. n

6. And the reason Hashem picked this language to reflect 
the kedushah within a person is that the world was created 
with this language. In addition, it is the language of the 
malachim. 
7. See Mishnah Berurah (end of siman 36, os peh, and 
Shaar HaTziyun 4), which states that this is only 
preferable but not me’akev.
8. I later found a similar idea in HaTzofen (p. 243). 
Alternatively, the peh is written in such a way to remind 
us to think twice (since the numerical value of the letter 
beis is two) before opening our mouths to speak (Rabbi 
Dovid Leitner, Understanding the Alef-Beis, p. 302). 
9. The pasuk in Tzefaniah (3:9) (quoted by Rashi in 
parshas VaEschanan 6:4) says, “ki az ehepoch el amim 
safah verurah likro chulam b’shem Hashem.” Ibn Ezra 
and Metzudos there explain that the nations will all use 
lashon hakodesh.

the Jewish People, but some marginal ele-
ments still remained with the other nations. 
One of his proofs is from a pasuk that we re-
cite every day in Shema. The pasuk (Deva-
rim 6:8) says, “ukshartam l’os al yadecha 
v’hayu l’totafos bein einecha.” Rashi ex-
plains that the word “totafos” is referring to 
the tefillin worn on the head. Why are the 
tefillin called totafos? Rashi, quoting the Ge-
mara (Sanhedrin 4b) explains that it is be-
cause of the number of passages contained 
inside the tefillin (a total of four). The word 
“tat” in the language of Kaspi means two, 
and the word “pat” in the Afriki language 
means two. Therefore tat + pat = 4. 

For other examples of this method em-
ployed by Rashi in his commentary on 
Chumash, see Bereishis 4:19 (ada, Arama-
ic), 6:14 (Aramaic), 25:20 (mipadan, Ara-
bic), 32:21 (achpara, Aramaic; see Sa-
pirstein, note 6), 32:25 (Aramaic), 32:26 
(proves from the lashon haMishnah, which 
is normally Aramaic), 35:8 (tachas, Greek), 
41:23 (tzenumos, Aramaic), 41:43 (rach, 
Aramaic; see Sapirstein, note 7, that some 
editions of Rashi compared it to a word in 
the Roman language, i.e., Latin, “Rex,” 
which means “king”; see, however, note 1, 
above), 42:21 (aval, language of the south), 
45:26 (lashon haMishnah), 49:5 (Greek), 
49:22 (Aramaic). Shemos 9:9 (Aramaic), 
5:9 (Aramaic), 12:9 (Arabic). Vayikra 
20:14 (es’hen, Greek). Bamidbar 11:20 
(unknown language). Devarim 21:14 (Per-
sian), 32:14, 24 (Aramaic). The Gemara in 
Shabbos 31b and 63b defines a word in Iyov 
as well based on Greek (and Rav Akiva 
Eiger there refers to Sanhedrin 4b, which 
we mentioned above; he also cites Succah 
35a, which uses Greek to define the word 
“hadar” in the pasuk “pri eitz hadar,” refer-
ring to the esrog).

However, it is important to note that the 
question doesn’t really apply to using Ara-
maic and Arabic to explain a word in lashon 
hakodesh. The reason for this, explains Ibn 
Ezra (quoted in the Teshuvas Rema, end of 
siman 130), is that these two languages 
weren’t split from lashon hakodesh during 
the Dor Haflagah but, rather, were a 
changed or deformed, meshubash, version 
of lashon hakodesh and are therefore even 
more similar to lashon hakodesh than other 
languages Someone asking a question of 
the Rema (siman 126) wanted to use this 
idea to explain the opinion of the Rambam 
that a get can’t be written in two languages. 
The problem with this opinion is that it 
makes all our gittin invalid, since they are 
written mostly in Aramaic and at the same 
time include a clause stating: “harei at mu-
teret l’chol adam,” which is lashon ha-
kodesh. The one who asked the Rema sug-
gested that the Rambam wouldn’t be 
bothered with such a mixture of Aramaic 
and lashon hakodesh, since they are really 

the same language. Rema, himself, howev-
er, is not convinced that this is true based on 
other maamarei Chazal and holds that once 
the language was deformed it took on a sta-
tus of its own language. The Gemara (San-
hedrin 38b) says that Adam spoke Aramaic 
in addition to lashon hakodesh. Also see 
Bereishis Rabbah (74:14) and the commen-
tary of Yefeh Toar there; the Rema, end of 
130, discusses this midrash as well.

Rav Yehoshua Ibn Shuib asks how the 
Gemara, in trying to explain a word in the 
Torah (a word in lashon hakodesh), can use 
other languages for such explanation. He an-
swers3 that, as mentioned above, originally 
lashon hakodesh was the only language and 
was subsequently divided into other lan-
guages. The rabbis maintain a tradition as to 
which words in the other languages were ac-
tually remnants of the original lashon ha-
kodesh. Therefore, when trying to explain a 
word of lashon hakodesh in the Torah, they 
were able to use parts of other languages. 
Aside from those scattered words of lashon 
hakodesh that exist in other languages, the 
language as a whole remains exclusively 
with the Jewish People.

A Unique Language
Following Yosef’s revelation of his true 

identity to his brothers, Rashi explains that 
Yosef proved he was their brother from the 
fact that he had a bris milah and was able to 
speak lashon hakodesh (Rashi, Vayigash 
45:12). Ramban, however, questions how 
this was a proof that Yosef was related to 
them. He writes that the language spoken in 
the land of Canaan was lashon hakodesh, 
and, due to its proximity with Mitzrayim, it 
is logical to assume that many people in 
Mitzrayim were familiar with it, especially 
in light of the fact that there was a constant 
flow of people between the two countries. 
Therefore, concludes Ramban, Yosef used 
lashon hakodesh to make them feel comfort-
able but not as a proof that he was a member 
of their family (as Rashi had learned).

Rashi, however, understood that the peo-
ple in Mitzrayim were not familiar with 
lashon hakodesh. The Acharonim note that 
Rashi’s opinion has basis in Sotah 36b, quot-
ed by him in parshas Vayechi (Bereishis 
50:6). Following Yosef’s request to leave 
Mitzrayim in order to bury his father, Yaak-
ov, Pharaoh tells Yosef that he may go 
“ka’asher hishbiecha,” as he swore to his fa-
ther. The Gemara notes that if it were not for 
the oath, Pharaoh would not have let him 
leave. When Yosef said that he had to go be-
cause of his oath to his father, Pharaoh told 
him to go to the Chachamim and undo the 
oath. At this point, Yosef threatened that if he 
undid that oath, maybe he’d undo a different 

3. This explanation is also given by the Shlah (Kuntres 
Torah SheB’al Peh, klal 14:6) and Malbim, quoted by 
Margolios HaYam on Sanhedrin 4b, 6–7.
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by Rav Yitzchak Yehudah Rosen

Many communities stand for the 
Aseres HaDibros. This cus-
tom, however, was challenged 

throughout the generations. This article 
will attempt to summarize the different 
views regarding this minhag.1

A Custom of the Masses  
or of  Individuals?

Rav Yisrael Yaakov Algazi writes  
in Emes L’Yaakov2 that only individuals 
may stand for the reading of the Ten Com-
mandments, but an entire community 
 
1. See at length Eliyahu Paley, “The Ten Command-
ments — To Stand or Not to Stand?” elsewhere in 
this publication.
2. 7:5, 30a.

may not. For in public we worry that here-
tics will say the Ten Commandments are 
superior to the rest of the Torah.2

Rav Algazi’s contemporary the Chi-
da3 defends this custom: “People stand 
for them [the Ten Commandments] be-
cause they’re the foundation of the Torah 
and were engraved on the Tablets, and the 
Holy One Blessed be He said them to all 
of Israel, and the entire nation trembled ... 
and we want some kind of commemora-
tion by standing when they’re recited. To 
this, there’s no objection, and this custom 
has lasted several years, as is known.”

What about the Gemara’s statement 
in Brachos4 that the Ten Commandments 
weren’t incorporated into the reading of 
the Shema lest heretics say that these 
mitzvos alone were given to Moshe at Si-
nai, and lest they tell ignoramuses that the 
rest of the Torah isn’t authentic? 

The Chida argues that standing for the 
Ten Commandments raises no such con-
cern, since we read from a Torah scroll 
every Shabbos, and even now we’re read-
ing passages besides the Ten Command-
ments. Thus, it’s clear to all that the Torah 
is authentic, but the Ten Commandments 
are given special treatment simply to  
commemorate their revelation at Sinai. 
Therefore, since certain communities 
stand for the Ten Commandments, no one 
there may remain seated. For although 
there’s no fundamental legal obligation 
to stand, since everyone there does, it be-
comes obligatory for all. For if someone 
 
3.  L’David Emes 7:5; Tov Ayin 11.
4.  12; Yerushalmi, Brachos 1:5.

didn’t stand, he would seem disrespect-
ful, Heaven forfend. Thus, the Chida up-
holds the custom of standing for the read-
ing of the Ten Commandments from a 
Torah scroll.

Asked5 about this custom, Rav Shm-
uel Abuhav, a leader of Italian Jewry, 
stressed the importance of sourcing and 
upholding every Jewish custom. In brief: 
“There’s no room here for heretics ... for 
the intent is publicized and revealed to 
all: to feel in our hearts that we were 
there, our souls standing upright, as it is 
written, ‘And they stood beneath the 
mountain,’ ... and standing is appropriate 
whenever we intend to greet the Shechi-
nah ... for it [standing] signifies addition-
al holiness and heartfelt faith, as in ‘Pre-
pare for your G-d, O Israel,’ rousing 
ourselves by changing our posture in re-
membrance of this great sight ...” Rav 
Abuhav adds that in some communities, 
an outstanding rabbi or educator reads the 
Ten Commandments.

Rav Efraim Zalman Margolios of 
Brod writes in Shaarei Efraim6: “At the 
time of the reading of the Ten Command-
ments, the world is accustomed to stand, 
and individuals within the community 
shouldn’t change this custom.” In Igros 
Moshe7, Rav Moshe Feinstein adds that 
since it’s customary to stand as well dur-
ing Shiras HaYam and the final verses of 
the Chumashim, no one will misconstrue 
standing for the Ten Commandments as  
 

5.  Dvar Shmuel 276.
6.  7:37.
7. Orach Chaim, vol. 4, sec. 22.

When the  
Ten Commandments 
are read from the 
Torah on Shavuos, 
some people stand, 
and some don’t. 
What’s behind the 
various customs?

an indication that they are more impor-
tant than the rest of the Torah. Thus, since 
this custom is valid, it’s forbidden to sit 
when everyone’s standing.

Compromise Regarding  
the Custom

Rav Moshe Sternbuch in  Teshuvos 
v’Hanhagos writes8: “Some stand sev-
eral verses before the Ten Command-
ments, lest it appear that they’re standing 
especially for the Ten Commandments.” 
Likewise, in Yechaveh Daas9, Rav Ova-
diah Yosef rules that “if one finds him-
self in a synagogue in which the com-
munity is accustomed to stand for the 
reading of the Ten Commandments, 
and he cannot change their custom, he 
should stand at the beginning of the 
reading of the parshah or at least at the 
beginning of the aliyah containing the 
Ten Commandments, lest he not be like 
one who sits among the standers and 
denigrates the sanctity of the Ten Com-
mandments.” (The author refers here to 
a well-known dictum of Chazal10: “One 
shouldn’t sit among the standers or 
stand among the sitters. The rule: One 
shouldn’t deviate from custom.”)

In Kol Eliyahu11, Rav Eliyahu Yisra-
el of Rhodes writes: “... and also during  
the reading of the Ten Commandments,  
 

8. Vol. 1, sec. 144..
9.  Vol. 6, sec. 8. Preceding him in their ruling: Shem 
MiShimon (Orach Chaim 4) and Kaf HaChaim 
(146:23).
10.  Derech Eretz Rabbah, end ch. 7; Derech Eretz 
Zuta, end ch. 5.
11.  Sec. 5.
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a few particular ones have been accus-
tomed to stand, and great scholars have 
been there and haven’t been concerned 
about it. May a person be strict with him-
self and stand [though the scholars 
around him sit]?” He answers: “Obvious-
ly he may not, because it looks like arro-
gance ... and not only that, but one who 
does so before great scholars deserves 
excommunication.”

In a responsum, Rambam12 justifies 
the ancient custom of not standing and 
even rules that wherever it’s customary to 
stand, this custom should be discontinued.

The Sephardic communities in Eretz 
Yisrael don’t stand for the reading of the 
Ten Commandments, nor did Syria’s 
Aram Tzova community.13

The Custom Shouldn’t Be  
done Away With

In Tzitz Eliezer14, Rav Eliezer 
Waldenberg writes that any custom sup-
ported by the great Sages of Israel should 
be continued, whereas Rambam’s dis-
senting responsum was hidden and there-
fore reflects a break in our tradition.

Rav Waldenberg also relies on the 
Chazon Ish, who states that a manuscript 
reflecting a cessation of the traditional 
transmission from generation to genera-
tion isn’t authoritative, for we don’t 
know who copied it. Rather, works re-
flecting no such cessation should be con-
sidered to be more precise and decisive.

The author of Tzitz Eliezer concludes: 
“And I can attest that for decades I’ve 
davened in shuls and yeshivos and tents 
of Torah here in the Holy Land, with ge-
niuses, tzaddikim and the holiest men 
(may their merit protect us, amen), and 
they all fearfully upheld and strength-
ened this custom of standing for the read-
ing of the Ten Commandments and saw 
to it that individuals shouldn’t depart 
from this ...”

Yechaveh Daas15 states that, given 
Rambam’s position, one shouldn’t stand 
for the Ten Commandments. Yet the  
author also addresses the fact that Rav 
  
12. Teshuvos HaRambam (Freiman edition), addenda to 
sec. 46, pp. 359–361.
13.  Derech Eretz, p. 86.
14.  Vol. 1, sec. 26.
15  Vol. 1, sec. 29.

Ovadyah Hadayah was asked about the 
fact that Sephardim outside Eretz Yisrael  
customarily stand for the reading of the 
Ten Commandments, whereas here in 
Eretz Yisrael there’s no fixed custom 
among the Sephardim, and many don’t 
stand.16 In his response, he rules that an 
ethnic group with a fixed shul, in which 
they daven according to local custom, 
may certainly continue as they were ac-
customed outside Eretz Yisrael. 

B’Tzel HaChochmah17, Rav Shlomo 
Zalman Auerbach18, and Shemesh 
U’Magen19 all state that the custom of 
standing is correct.

Community Customs
Most Ashkenazic communities have 

stood for the reading of the Ten 
Commandments,20 as have chassidic 
communities.21

Rav Tzvi Hirsch Grodzensky22 at-
tests to the custom in Lithuania and the 
yeshivah world: “In all the great places 
in Europe, such as Vilna, Kovno,23 my 
native Novardok, and elsewhere in Lith-
uania and Zamut, I’ve seen that the en-
tire community stands for the reading of 
the Ten Commandments with fear and 
awe. And I haven’t heard the greatest 
rabbis question it.”

Minhag Avoseinu B’Yadeinu24 notes 
that the Jews of North Africa, Morocco, 
Djerba, Tunisia, and Yemen25 have all 
stood. n

16  Yaskil Avdi, vol. 7, sec. 44, question 10.
17  Vol. 5, sec. 1, note 7.
18  Halichos Shlomo, Shavuos 12:8.
19  Orach Chaim, vol. 1, sec. 57.
20. Rav Yechiel Goldhaber, Minhagei HaKehillos, 
Shabbos, pp. 234–235.
21.  Such as Satmar, Belz, Bobov, etc. See Minhag 
Avoseinu B’Yadeinu, Moadim, vol. 2, p. 621, note 64. 
Chabad communities stand facing the Torah scroll. See 
Sefer HaMinhagim (Chabad), p. 44.
22. Author of Mikraei Kodesh and other works, cited in 
Yeshurun 2 (5757), p. 203.
23. Yet Yechaveh Daas, vol. 6, sec. 8, cites Toldos HaIr 
Kovno (p. 229) regarding Rav Leibele Shapira, who 
abolished the local custom of standing.
24.  Moadim, vol. 2, pp. 621. See also Minhagei HaKe-
hillos, Shabbos, pp. 235–236.
25. Ibid., note 72, cites sources rejecting the Yemenite 
custom.
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