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Rabbi Chaim Avraham Zakutinsky

Using Secular Dates

The poskim stress the importance of using the Jewish calendar for calculating years,
for example 5785, as apposed to using the Gregorian calendar, for example 2025.
The Chasam Sofer writes that by counting years back from the creation of the world
one is reminding oneself of the Creator and of the Jewish people’s divine rights to
Eretz Yisroel.[1]

It is generally assumed that the Gregorian calendar system currently in use dates
back to the birth of Yeshu Hanotzri. Therefore, using this calendar system may not

be hallachically permitted. The Maharam Shick strongly objected to using secular
dates on tombstones. He explains that

the Torah says in Shemos 23:13 that
one may not mention the names of
other gods. The Gemara understands
this prohibition to include one who
tells his friend to meet him near a
particular  avodah  zara.[2]  The
Maharam Shick extends this prohibition
to any action that would cause people
to think about avodah =zara, even
without mentioning it by name.
Therefore, he argues, since the secular
calendar year is counted from the birth
of Yeshu, it is biblically prohibited to
use the secular calendar year.[3] A
similar stringent ruling is expressed by

other poskim.[4] X 192 990 BN

Harav Ovadia Yosef zt”"l, however, pro- AMVOIR TN o e

ves that there exists a very strong possibility that the secular dates do not
correspond at all to the birth of Yeshu Hanotzri.[5] He argues that if the dates have
nothing to do with the birth of Yeshu Hanotzri, there would be no hallachic issue
with the secular date.

Some object to this leniency on the grounds that even if it is not connected to
Yeshu Hanotzri, as long as people think the date relates to avodah zara, they will
be reminded of the avodah zara, and one will then violate a Torah prohibition by
bringing the avodah zara to people’s attention.[6]

The Tzitz Eliezer explains that if the date really has no relevance to the avodah
zara, and people only mistakenly equate the two, there would be no prohibition in
using the secular date. One is not responsible for the thoughts of others and as long
as he does not mention the avodah zara, or something related to the avodah zara,
he has not transgressed any prohibition. In addition, most people are not reminded
of Yeshu Hanotzri when told the date. Therefore, he rules leniently and allows
others to use the secular date.

The Sefer Yereim writes that, “There is no prohibition (of mentioning avodah zara)
except when the name is given as a divine name that suggests divinity. But if it is a
secular name, even if this being is treated as a god, since the name does not suggest
lordship or divinity, it is permitted. For the Torah says, 'The name of other gods you
shall not mention' — the verse is only concerned with divine names.”[7] According
to the Yereim one would be permitted to utter the name of Yeshu outright, and
therefore there should be no prohibition of reminding others of his name, so long as
one does not reference any “godly characteristics” of Yeshu. (Harav Azriel Hidshei-
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mer zt”| writes that even if the position of the Yereim
is granted, this would certainly not extend to the
second part of Yeshu'’s title [beginning with the letter

“c”], which definitely suggests a “divine status.”[8])

Harav Ovadia Yosef zt”| continues to cite that many
achronim, including the Shach, Chasam Sofer,[9] and
Maharam Padwa, have dated letters using the secular
The Lubavitcher Rebbe lists the

Rama, Chasam Sofer, and R’ Akiva Eiger as having

dates. Likewise,

referred to the secular date.

Harav Ovadia Yosef zt”l and Harav Eliezer Yehuda
Waldenberg zt”l both conclude that when necessary,
it is permissible to use the secular date. When
possible, however, one should try to use the Jewish
year. Furthermore, it would seem that one who uses
both the Jewish and Gregorian years next to each
other is clearly indicating that the Jewish date is
meaningful to him, and that he is only using the

secular dates for practical reasons.[10]
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The Lubavitcher Rebbe zt"l notes the accepted custom

among frum Yidden in America to use it when
needed. Indeed, the Rebbe dated checks and signed
certain English letters that included the English date.
[11] (However, it is worth noting that when a yeshiva
bochur dated his letter to the Rebbe with the secular
date, the Rebbe expressed great surprise at this,
noting that the very same day, he recited the Shir Shel
Yom where he counted the days of the week in a
manner that brings to mind the holiness of Shabbos.
[12])

There is an additional debate regarding the best way

to identify the secular months when writing

invitations. Harav Ovadia Yosef zt”| cites the Ramban
who stresses the importance of counting months
according to the Jewish calendar. When the Torah
says that Nissan is the first month of the year, it is
implying that one may not consider any other month

to be the “first.” Therefore, Harav Ovadia concludes,
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when writing the secular months one should not refer
to them by number, but by name. For example, one
should write January, 12, 2016 and not 1/12/2016.
[13] A similar ruling is expressed by Harav Shlomo
Zalman Aurbach zt”l.[14]

The Tzitz Eliezer disagrees with the ruling of Harav
Ovadia Yosef zt”l. He writes that because the months
are named after gentile gods, one may not mention
the months by name, but should instead refer to them

by number.[15]
Rosh Yeshiva of

Yeshivas Rabbeinu Yitzchak Elchonon,

Harav Hershel Schachter shlit”a,

in a letter

addressed to the author, writes that he feels that it is
preferable to write the name of the month than to

reference it by number.[16] Harav Noach Isaac

Oelbaum shlit”a, in a letter addressed to the author,
explains that it is difficult to advance a clear hallachic

ruling. However, he personally adheres to the view of

|

Harav Ovadia Yosef zt”l and refers to the secular

months by name and not by number.[17]
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Yosef’s advice to his brothers

(73,7 @A) 7773 90T DX O AN 15M v S o
In examining the root ™1 we find two primary
meanings: anger or fear. An example of anger is 1772
2idm  onY (Chavakuk 3, 2), Chavakuk

beseeches Hashem to be merciful to His people even

where

in a time of anger[1]. In Aramaic too, Onkelos
translates 711 as anger (e.g. earlier in our parsha N7
(44,18) 11 97N’ See also Daniel 3, 13 and Ezra 5,
12). In other places though it means fear, such as 11111
2190 1701 (Devarim 2, 25), the nations will fear you.

These seemingly distinct meanings share a core
connection. Literally the word means to shake or
Rashbam), which

characterizes both fear and anger as they both shake

tremble (Ramban, see also
or disturb one’s composure. This is similar to the
English word ‘vex’ which means ‘to make someone
feel annoyed, frustrated, or worried’, and comes from

the Latin ‘vexare’ which means to shake[2].

In our Pasuk, the commentaries

suggest two approaches:

1) Traveling with provisions during a famine presents
a significant risk. Yosef wanted to ensure the brother’s
swift return to their father and that they not delay by
strategizing a safer way to travel. He therefore told
them not to be afraid of bandits on the way as no one
would dare attack the brothers of the viceroy (Ramban

and many others).

2) Yosef was telling the brothers not to become angry
and argue over the responsibility for the sale of Yosef
and for the predicament in which they now found

themselves (Onkelos, Rashi, Ibn Ezra).

According to this interpretation it is unclear why Yosef
would emphasize that they should avoid arguing ‘on
the way’, surely this concern would seem relevant at
all times, especially considering that earlier (verse 5)
Yosef had already reassured them that his sale into
slavery should be no cause for anger as it turned out

to be a blessing in disguise!

[1] Though Ibn Ezra understands this pasuk to mean fear.
[2] Thank you, R. Avraham Schneerson, for pointing this out.
[3] Rashi maintains that Yaakov was ultimately made aware of the details

of Yosef’s ordeal, see for example his commentary to Vayechi 49, 6. This

Perhaps Yosef was indeed addressing a specific
concern that was likely to arise on this trip, namely
breaking the news to Yaakov Avinu. As they prepared
to break the news to their father, they surely would
also have had to address a question he was bound to
have; how did Yosef get to Egypt in the first place, and
how did the blood-stained cloak which the brothers
had shown him 22 years earlier come to be? (See Or

Hachaim 45, 26 who notes the brothers facing this

mon S Sapnn phx Hprn
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challenge)[3]. With this dilemma on their minds the
brothers may have been likely to get into arguments
and Yosef sought to preempt this so that there be no

unnecessary delay in his reuniting with his father.

Hurry but don’t rush

One of the additional interpretations offered by the
Gemara (Ta’anis 10b, quoted by Rashi) is that Yosef
cautioned his brothers not to take ‘large strides’ [4]
and only to travel during daylight hours. Yosef had just

is in contrast to Ramban (45, 27) who maintains that Yaakov remained
ignorant of the entire episode.

[4] Chaza”l regard ND2 NV'DD as being detrimental to one’s eyesight, this is
also mentioned in Brachos (43b) and in Shabbos (113b). The precise
definition of NDA NV'DY is subject to debate, see Alter Rebbe’s Shulchan

told them (verse 9) to hurry to Yaakov, he therefore
had to caution them to stay safe and that they not

travel ‘too fast’.

The Gemara (in both Brachos and Shabbos) adds that
the damage caused by taking large steps can be
reversed at kiddush on Friday evening, which Rashi
explains refers to drinking the wine of Friday night
kiddush. (This is also associated with the custom to
gaze at the shabbos candles before or during Kiddush,
see Rema Orach Chaim 27, 10 and commentaries
thereon). However, Rav Natrunai Gaon (as cited by the
Tur Orach Chaim 269 and as explained by Bais Yosef)
understands that the healing properties of the kiddush
wine are activated by applying the wine to one’s eyes.
He even maintains that the entire purpose of making
kiddush in shul on Friday night (a practice still
observed by many Ashkenzim) was to provide people
who had no wine at home the opportunity to avail

themselves of this remedy.

Applying leftover wine from kiddush to one’s eyes is
not common practice, however the Perisha (269, 3)
suggests that this is the precursor for the common
custom to apply some of the wine from Havdala to
one’s eyes. (The Chakal Yitzchak of Spinka is recorded
to have had the practice of wiping his eyes with his
wine-stained hands after kiddush on Friday night, see
Aish Tamid Minhagei Spinka page 131). He argues that
doing so on Friday night runs the risk that people
would place the wine not just on their eyes but inside
them thereby violating the prohibition of engaging in
medical practices on Shabbos (see Shulchan Aruch OC
328, 20[5]).

Elsewhere (296, 15) the Perisha writes that it is ideal to
always leave over wine from Friday night kiddush to
be reused for shabbos day kiddush and for havdala.
Accordingly, by applying leftover wine from havdala to
one’s eyes one is indeed fulfilling the Gemara’s

directive as understood by Rav Natrunai Gaon.

Aruch §301, introduction and Kuntres Acharon #1)

[5] See Elya Raba 271, 21 for further discussion on this matter. He suggests
that according to Rav Natrunai Gaon, the value in placing the wine on or in
one’s eyes in shul specifically was that it was still before nightfall and the

prohibitions against medical practices had not yet set in.

Machon Smicha’s Chuppah v’Kiddushin and Smicha programs are set to begin on

Hey Teves - January sth

To learn more, and to register, visit onlinemachon.com
or contact info@onlimachon.com
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Dr Menachem Jacobs

Interpreting the Unknown: Medical Risks Without a Yosef to Clarify

I n this week's Parsha, Yosefs dreams come to

the way proved their worth in a moment of catharsis

fruition, and all the decisions he made along

and brotherly love. In medicine, however, there is
rarely, if ever, certainty. The path forward is often
uncertain, with no personal Yosef to offer precise
directions. Instead, patients and doctors face complex
decisions, weighed down by risks, benefits, and

ethical dilemmas.

Over the next few weeks, we'll explore what the

Poskim  have written about navigating the

complexities of risky medical procedures and end-of-
What
responsible to take when life hangs in the balance?

life care. risks is a person permitted or
There are inherent dangers in action and inaction. An

invasive procedure or surgery may potentially
preserve life, yet every medical intervention carries
inherent risks that could shorten or even end a
person's remaining time, sacrificing the longevity they
might otherwise have had. How does Halacha guide
us in balancing the preservation of life in the short
term against the pursuit of interventions that, while
risky, offer the possibility of a longer lifespan? Does
Halacha value the quality of life and patient comfort,
and if so, who has the right to make decisions in life's
most vulnerable

profoundly  challenging and

moments?

At first glance, it might appear that we are obligated
to pursue any treatment that offers even a slight
improvement in the chance of saving a life. The
Gemara (Yoma 85a) teaches that one may violate
Shabbos to preserve even chayei sha'ah (a fleeting
moment of life). This principle is codified in the
Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 329:4), and as the Biur
Halacha (ad. loc. s.v. Ela) emphasizes, this applies
even when the extended life may not include the
ability to engage in meaningful activity. However, as
we will see, this din is more about the nature of
Hilchos shabbos than a fully generalizable principle.
(See also the Taz Yoreh Deah 155:2)

The Gemara (Avodah Zarah 27b) is the first source to
perhaps directly address the topic of risky medical pr-

ocedures and the ethical dilemmas surrounding dang-

erous treatments. During the era of the Mishnah and
pagan
toward Jews, creating a significant risk for Jewish
Chazal prohibited

doctors

Gemara, doctors were notoriously hostile

patients. As a result, seeking

treatment  from  these under  normal
circumstances, equating it to suicide. However, the
Gemara explores an exception to this rule in cases
where a patient is almost certain to die without

intervention.
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The Gemara references a story from Melachim Il (7:3-
8). During the Aramean siege of Shomron in King
Yehoram's reign, the city suffered a catastrophic
death by
starvation if they stayed in the besieged city, weighed

famine. Four lepers, facing imminent
their options. They decided to risk entering the enemy
camp, reasoning that even if the Arameans killed them,
their fate would be no worse than starving, and there
was a chance they might be spared and fed. The
Tanach recounts that upon entering the camp, they
discovered Hashem had performed a great miracle,
driving away the Aramean army and leaving their food

and supplies behind. This provision not only sustained

the lepers but also rescued the starving Jewish

populace from the brink of destruction.

The Gemara extends this reasoning to the question of
seeking treatment from pagan doctors, a practice
Chazal generally prohibited due to the significant
dangers it posed. However, the Gemara permits an
exception when a patient faces imminent death, and
no Jewish doctor is available or capable of providing
effective treatment. In such cases, the patient is
allowed to risk seeking help from a pagan doctor in the
hope of a cure, even though doing so carries the

possibility of immediate death.

This exception the Gemara teaches was based on the
principle of "LeChayei Shaah Lo Chaishinan"—we do
not prioritize the preservation of brief, temporary life
when there is a chance to secure a longer and more
enduring recovery, a ruling later codified in shulchan
aruch (Yoreh Deah 155:1)

At first glance, it seems unusual to support a Halachic
principle from the actions of the Lepers, especially as
the Gemara identifies them as Gehazi and his sons,
who are not traditionally viewed as righteous. Rav
Moshe Feinstein (Teshuvot Igrot Moshe Y.D. 3:36)
explains that Halacha often relies on human judgment
in assessing risks, such as in medical procedures or
behaviors with tolerable danger levels as we are
entrusted as custodians over our lives . (This aligns
with the principle of Kyivan DeDashu Beih Rabbim
Shomer Peta'im Hashem". As we have explored in

other installments).

As modern medicine advanced and new treatments for
serious illnesses emerged, the question arose whether
Halacha permits high-risk medical procedures for
patients facing imminent death. To the best of this
author's  knowledge, the Poskim of this era
unanimously allowed such interventions, despite the
significant risk to the patient's limited remaining time.
For a selection of relevant teshuvot, see Teshuvot
Shvut Yaakov (3:75, cited in Pitchei Teshuva Y.D.
339:1), Teshuvot Tzion (111), Teshuvot
Achiezer (2:16:6), Teshuvot Igrot Moshe (Y.D. 2:58

and 3:36), and Teshuvot Tzitz Eliezer (4:13).
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please contact us at olam@onlinemachon.com.
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