Rav Moshe Feinstein's View on Learning from a Book During the Prayer Leader's Repetition of

the Amidah

Q & A - Letters of Moshe, Way of Life 4:19
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Looking into a Book at the time of the prayer leader's repetition -
Friday, 25 April 1974.
Ascension of honor of my beloved, the greatly honored, our leader,
the Rabbi Zalman Aryeh Hilsenrad," may he live for a lengthening of
good years.
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Section 1: Rav Moshe Explores the Position of Rabbi Avraham Gombiner

Behold, of the topic of looking into a book at the time of the
repetition [of the prayer by] the prayer leader, look at [what Rabbi
Avraham Gombiner (1633-1683) wrote in his book,] Magen
Avraham (“Abraham’s Shield”), section 124, subsection 8, that he
cites from a responsum of Rabbi Menahem Azariah de Fano
(1548-1620) that the men who learn at the time of the repetition of
the prayer by the prayer leader - if they are focusing [their minds]
for the end of the blessing to answer “amen” as is fitting — there is
not to protest against them. It is inferable that he opines that all of
the silence is only in order that they can be able to say “amen”, as
this suffices with the focusing [of mind] to know the end of the
blessing upon what they are answering “amen”. So therefore, he
opines that there is no prohibition and not to protest against them.

Only he concludes that in the book Vavei HaAmudim (“The Pillars’
Hooks”)[, written by Rabbi Shabtei Sheftel Horowitz (1590-1660),
who] calls out a complaint upon them and points to (Shulhan Arukh,
Orah Hayyim) 90:18 that Rabbi Moshe Isserles (1520-1572) wrote
there on another topic that even one whose Torah is his livelihood,
that according to the law, he is to pray in the study hall that he sets
to learn in it even without 10 that even this, he should not accustom
himself to do as such, in order that normal folks do not learn from
him and then refrain from the house of gathering and he also
concludes, and all the more so that he should not involve himself in
Torah in the gathering house at the time the congregation is saying
forgiveness prayers and supplicatory prayers and derives from there
also to learn at the time of the reader’s repetition, that even though
he is acting lawfully, nevertheless, he should not do so, and they
should protest against him, in order that others do not learn from
him, but they won’t direct [their minds] also to the end of the
blessing. Look into [Rabbi Shmuel Loew’s (1724-1806) work,] the
Mahazis haShekel (“The Halving of the Shekel”), and [Rabbi Yosef
Teumim’s (1727-1792) work,] Pri Megadim (“The Fruits of
Sweetness”) that explained the intention of [Rabbi Gombiner in his]
“Abraham’s Shield” as such.
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! Zalman Aryeh Hilsenrad (1910-1993) was born in Austria and died, living in Brooklyn. Among

his three children was his daughter, Toby, who married Rabbi Avi Weiss.

He wrote a couple of

books, including “My Soul Thirsts” and “My Soul Thirsts...Still”. He did not formally receive

semikhah.




Section 2a: Rav Moshe Discusses the Need for Ten Who Are Paying Attention

But, to the humbleness of my mind, it seems that this is only
when there are ten who are listening to the prayer leader's
repetition and they are not stopping at all, that the others would
think that it is lawfully permitted to learn, for those who are able
to direct [their minds] for the end of the blessing to answer
"amen". If not, however, then others would be learning from
them. But when there are not ten - it is forbidden according to
the law, that, behold, the adjustment of the prayer leader's
repetition was for him to fulfill [their obligation] for them in The
Prayer of the 18. And this is explicitly so in subsection 3 (of "Set
Table" section 124) that [Rabbi Yosef Karo (1488-1575)] wrote, “A
congregation that prayed and all of them are versed in prayer,
even so, the prayer leader descends and he repeats to pray in
order to fulfill [this particular] enactment of the [Talmudic]
Sages.” And itis from a responsum of Maimonides (1135-1204)
that [Rabbi Karo, in his work,] Beit Yosef ("Joseph's House") brings
from Rabbi David Abudraham (14th century) - see there. But if
so, then it is necessary for it to be actually according to the
adjustment that they adjusted in order to fulfill for one who is not
versed, that it is necessary specifically that they should be
listening to everything that the prayer leader is saying. And it is
necessary that there are ten who are specifically listening, that it
is not possible for each person to fulfill [the obligation] for his
neighbor, as it is in the Yerushalmi (Palestinian Talmud) [tractate]
of Berakhos ("Blessings") 3.3: "Rabbi Yose and Rabbi Ada ben
Pazzi (both early-mid fourth century) were sitting saying, "It is not
logical of the reading out of the "Shema" that each one would be
repeating with his mouth; it is not logical that with prayer, each
one should be seeking mercy upon himself.” And it is brought
by Rabbi Nissim of Gerona (1320-1380) [in his halakhic work] at
the end of [his commentary on] Rosh HaShanah (“New Year”), s.v.
yahid, “but on account of those who are not versed, they
established a new matter that Prayer via a prayer leader should be
specifically with ten, and with this Prayer, they would fulfill the
[obligation of the] commandment of Prayer for those who are not
versed, and they obligated this upon every community.” And |
have enlengthened upon this subject in my novella at the end of
Rosh HaShanah (“New Year”). And this is what [Rabbi Yaakov
ben Asher (1270-1340)] wrote [in his] Tur ("Column) there from
a responsum of [his father,] Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel (1250-1328),
that “when there are not nine who are directing [their minds] to
the blessings of the prayer leader, it is close in my eyes that the
blessing of the prayer leader would be for naught, because the
blessings of the prayer leader were established to say them with
ten.”
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Section 2b: Rav Moshe Compares One Who is Not Paying Attention to One Who Has Left When

There Were Ten

And this that he wrote "close" but not "actually”, see in [Rabbi
Yehoshua Falk's (1555-1614) work,] Drishah ("Seeking") in the
name of [Rabbi Karo's] "Joseph's House" that this is because “if
they began with ten, the prayer leader finishes even when some
of them have left”, it is inferable that, at the beginning, when ten
are not directing [their minds] to the blessings of the prayer
leader, it would actually be an empty blessing. And even if the
ten are not directing [their minds] to the rest of the blessings,
behold they are perforce, according to this, as if they have left,
that it is in the PT, tractate Megillah 4.4: "...and upon all of them?,
it says, ‘And the deserters of God will be consumed’™ (Is. 1.28).
And this is brought in [Rabbi Yizhak Alfasi’s (1013-1103)]
halakhic work and in Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel’s halakhic work
there. But this is specifically when there not ten remaining, as it
is in Rabbi Isserles’ [writing on this topic at] (OH) 55.2 in the
name of Mordekhai ben Hillel (1250-1298). But, if so, the reason
is on account of him having caused the prayer leader to say the
rest of the blessings without ten, that it must be since one who is
not directing [his mind] to [what] the prayer leader [is saying], he
is not counted as part of the ten. And why it is not for naught is
because [the prayer leader] finishes also in the case of someone
who left. Behold, if so, also regarding the subject of the
significance of “deserters of God” there is also to consider him as
if he has departed, prima facie.
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Section 3: Conclusion - A Return to the Shield of Abraham

Therefore, it is compelling to say that Rabbi Menahem Azariah de
Fano’s responsum is only when there are ten who are directing
[their minds] to [what] the prayer leader [is saying], does he opine
to not protest against them. It is only when they are not doing
appropriately, that every man needs to make himself as if there
are not nine [men] other than him. And Rabbi Avraham Gombiner
concludes in the name of [Rabbi Shabtei Sheftel Horowitz’ work,]
“The Pillars’ Hooks”, to also protest from the reason that they will
learn from him. But when there are not nine, it is forbidden from
the law even when he is able to direct [his mind] to the end of the
blessing and to respond “amen” and he will be called with the
name of [one of the] “deserters of God”. Therefore, it is forbidden
to learn at the time of the prayer leader’s repetition. However,
there is from the law and there is from the reason of Rabbi
Gombiner.
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Section 4: Closing

And behold, | am his friend, Moshe Feinstein®. \
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? Five different liturgical situations that require ten when there are ten with which to begin, but some of those

leave, those who are still there are supposed to continue.
* 1895-1986 b. Uzda, Belarus d. New York, NY




Shulhan Arukh OH 124.4

When the prayer leader repeats The Prayer, it is [a good idea] for the
congregation to silent [themselves] and to direct [their minds] to
the blessings that the prayer leader is blessing and to answer
"amen." And if there are not nine directing [their minds] to his
blessings, his blessings are close to being for naught. Therefore,
every man should make himself as if there are not nine others
besides himself, and he should direct [his mind] to the blessing of
the prayer leader.

(Some say that every person should stand when the prayer leader
repeats The Prayer.)
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Magen Avraham OH 124.8

"It is [a good idea] for them to silent [themselves]" - Look into the
responsum of Rabbi Menahem Azariah de Fano on [the topic of] the
men who learn at the time of the prayer leader’s repetition of The
Prayer or saying supplicatory prayers if they are directing [their
minds] to the end of the blessing to answer “amen” in a fitting
manner to not to protest against them. But, in the book “The
Pillars’ Hooks”, he (Rabbi Horowitz) reproached upon them. And it
is as what was written in 90.18 [in the “Set Table”.
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