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1. Rabbi Tzvi Freeman, Chabad.org, How do | choose a rabbi? J

Here are two litmus tests you can administer to any rabbi. You'll need a stopwatch:

Test #1:

e Ask the rabbi, "Rabbi, do you believe in G-d2"

o Start the stopwatch.

e When you hear the word, "yes", stop the watch and record the time.

Test #2:

e Ask the rabbi, "Okay, let's say they tie you to a post on a pile of kerosene-soaked wood and these guys in black
hoods standing around with torches who look like they've done this before tell you, "Just say that this Judaism
stuff is a bunch of nonsense and we'll let you go." Your answer is...2

e Start the stopwaitch.

e When you hear the words Shma VYisrael... ("Hear O Israel, G-d is our G-d, G-d is one") or some other convincing
show of absolute commitment, stop the watch and record the time.

Results:

e 0-2 seconds: That's why we are still here today.

e 3-10 seconds: Okay, maybe he was just shocked by the question.

e 11 seconds to never: If he doesn't really believe in it, why should we?

Sources: Test #1 is the invention of Dr. Judah Landes, a psychologist who used it to determine his rabbi when he was a
senior researcher at Stanford. Test #2 was also used many times, but for less honorable purposes and not by
psychologists. Send in your results!

Am | obligated to choose a rabbi?
2. Mishnah, Avot 1:6
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Yehoshua ben Perachiah said: Make a teacher for yourself, and acquire a friend for yourself...

3. Mishnah, Avot 1:16
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Rabban Gamliel said: Make a teacher for yourself, and absent yourself from doubt...

4. Rabbi Moshe Tzuriel (215t century Israel), 21 9% mwy
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It is also clear that in every matter and subject on which there are rulings, a questioner may switch from one person to

another. Certainly today, when there rabbis who are expert and very sharp in one area — such as Shabbat prohibitions

— but are not highly expert in another area, such as agricultural mitzvot and the like.

5. Talmud, Eruvin éb-7a
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But would we practice two stringencies2 We have learned, “The law follows Beit Hillel, and one who wishes to follow
Beit Shammai may do so, or Beit Hillel may do so. Following Beit Shammai’s leniencies and Beit Hillel’s leniencies is
wicked. Following Beit Shammai’s stringencies and Beit Hillel’s stringencies — regarding him Kohelet 2:14 says, ‘And
the fool walks in darkness.” Rather, practice Beit Shammai’s leniencies and stringencies or Beit Hillel’s leniencies and
stringencies!”... Rav Shizbi said: We don't follow the stringencies of two views where they contradict each other.



6. Rashi (11t century France) to Rosh HaShanah 14b Y2
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But in two disputes, where these are lenient in one and these are lenient in the other one, there is neither wickedness
nor foolishness. In this he agrees with Beit Shammai, and in this with Beit Hillel.

Am | obligated to follow the mara d’atra?

7. Talmud, Shabbat 130a
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Our sages taught, “In the place of Rabbi Eliezer the cut wood to make coals to make iron [for a circumcision knife] on

Shabbat. In the place of Rabbi Yosi haGlili they ate poultry in milk.” Levi went to the home of Yosef the trapper, and

they brought him the head of favfa in milk; he didn't eat it. When he came to Rebbe, Rebbe said to him, “Why didn’t

you ex-communicate him2” He replied, “It was the area of Rabbi Yehudah ben Beteirah; | thought he might have taught

them to follow Rabbi Yosi haGlili.”

8. Rabbi Shlomo ibn Aderet (Rashba) (13 century Spain), Responsa, 1:253
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If there is one rabbi in their place and he has taught them, they follow his words... And along these lines, whenever
they follow one of the leading authorities for all of their deeds, where they follow Rif's Halachot for all of their deeds,
or where they follow Rambam’s composition for all of their deeds, they have made these giants as their rabbis. However,
if there is a sage there, who is worthy of ruling, and he sees reason to prohibit what they permit, then they must follow
the prohibition. These [texts] are not like their actual rabbis. If they would follow the dissenter’s view in the place of their
actual rabbi, they would take his honour lightly in his place.

9. Rabbeinu Nisim (14th century Spain), Responsum 48
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People from one place are obligated to follow their giants” words, even where the majority disagree with them.

10. Rabbi Moshe Isserles (16t century Poland), Choshen Mishpat 25:2

10917 ,79 02 777 TR DONW 2197 ,9PaR Y2 A3 100 ORY L..(3"17 R"awD) 0pn 922 0°27 TNKR 0°091,0°20 721 TN 00 R
ANYT NN

Where it is one against many, we follow the many, everywhere... And if there is a local custom of leniency because a

sage ruled thus, then we follow his view.

11.Rabbi Yechiel Michel Epstein (19M-20t century Lithuania), Aruch haShulchan Yoreh Deah 242:57 (and 245:29)
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In every city they appoint rabbis to issue rulings, and no one may overstep his boundary in ruling. Further, it would be
overstepping the boundary as far as livelihood, for now every rabbi in his city receives payment, and lives from this...

12. Rabbi Shimon ben Tzemach Duran (14th-15th century Algiers), Tashbetz 3:210
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If one violates his words, and one asks and is given license to violate his rabbi’s words, the license is no license and he

is excommunicated. This may be compared to a city where they accept the words of a rabbi; one who permits against

him is ex-communicated.



13.Rambam (12 century Egypt), Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Avodah Zarah 12:14
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This prohibition includes having two courts in one city, this one acting this way and that one acting another way; this

causes great strife, as Devarim 14:1 says, “Do not cut yourselves” — do not become groups and groups.

14. Rabbi Moshe Isserles (16t century Poland), Orach Chaim 493:3
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They should not act in one city, some in one way and some in another way, due to “Do not cut yourselves.”

15.Rabbi Yom Tov el-Asvili (Ritva) (13t century Spain), Shabbat 130a 1m
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And in his place they followed him, to fulfill, “You shall not stray from that which they tell you, neither right nor left.”

16.Rabbi Yaakov Epstein (215t century Israel), Chevel Nachalato 5:25:8
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In my humble opinion, it appears that the obligation to listen to the city’s rabbi comes from two reasons: First, because

all are considered his students, for he is the greatest local scholar. As is known, one may not rule before his rabbi.

17.Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein (20t-21st century Israel), Leaves of Faith Vol. 2 pg. 289

The definition of the relevant community, however, is murky. The gemara speaks of locale, but it seems strange that
geography should be the sole determinant. Would an enclave of Judean emigres in Galilee be permitted to eat chicken
fried in butter2 Would only residents of twelfth-century Egypt be entitled to rely upon the Rambam’s minority kuloR It
seems far more likely that other factors — ethnic identity or, above all, spiritual and ideological fealty — should carry no
less weight. | believe this is clearly suggested by the Rashba (above, source 8)...

May | rely upon the answers seen in books?

18. Rabbi Aharon HaKohen (14th century France), Orchot Chaim I, Talmud Torah 21
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Rabbi Shemuel of Evreux, mentor of Rabbeinu Yonah, and his brother, wrote in their letters: Since our ancestors were

exiled and our Temple was destroyed, and the lands were confused and the teachings and hearts were reduced, we no

longer say, “Awe for your teacher should be like awe of Heaven,” and all of the laws of the student-rabbi relationship

are void, for the gemara and commentaries and novellae and compositions are what guide people, and all is according

to the wisdom of hearts. ..

19. Rabbi Avraham diBoton (16t century Greece), Lechem Mishneh to Hilchot Talmud Torah 5:4
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It appears to me to explain our master’s view, that he believes that the talmudic limitation of forty years is about wisdom,
as Tosafot Sotah 22 wrote... because of Rava's statement that one cannot understand his rabbi’s view for forty years.
And our master thought that this was only in earlier times, when they learned only from teachers, not books. This is seen
in the way Rava learned it from Moshe, who learned orally from Gd. But now that Torah is written, and we learn from
books, we certainly do not need that much [time]...



20. Rabbi Moshe Isserles (16t century Poland), Choshen Mishpat 25:1 (from Terumat haDeshen)
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One should not be lenient in a matter in which the compositions that have spread throughout most of Israel have been
strict, unless one has received from his masters that we do not follow this stringency.

21.  Rabbi B. Zaltzman, Rabbi E. Gorfinkel (215 century Israel), 19771 peD 302 5159 MY N7 N0

17270 2°0W NIN2I0T N2 MYT DIV 1IWATH ,]7’5717 SRy 52 LIS AR Rajlgialy) mxy»nab ‘T’bﬂﬂ:) ,0°7902 MXY>NAN ,0IAR
AT 1T 9Y 93YA PYPNA 920W AR 170 IR 205D WRan X7 I T BV pYenad

In truth, taking counsel from books as a replacement for taking counsel with a sage is not simple at all. We have already

emphasized that there are many who believe that a judge must take counsel regarding comparisons of cases through

which he wishes to come to a ruling, even though he has asked about a similar comparison in the past...

May | ask my question to a second authority, after receiving an answer from the firste

22.Talmud, Avodah Zarah 7a
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Our sages taught, “One who asks a sage, who declares it impure, may not ask another sage who will declare it pure.

One who asks a sage, who prohibits, may not ask another sage who will permit it. If he asks two sages [simultaneously],

and one declares it impure and the other pure, one prohibits and one permits, if one of them is greater than the other

in wisdom or number of followers, follow him. Otherwise, follow the stricter view. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah said:

Follow the stricter view on biblical matters, and the lenient view on rabbinic matters.”

Rav Yosef said: The law follows Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah.

23.Rabbi Yom Tov el-Asvili (Ritva) (13t century Spain), Avodah Zarah 7a
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Do not say, “One may not ask” ab initio only, due to the honour of the first. Even after the fact, if he asked, the latter

sage’s declaration of purity or permission is nothing. Since the first was a sage and suited for ruling, when he prohibited

or declared it impure he made it a prohibited entity...

24.Rabbeinu Nisim (14th century Spain), Commentary to Rif Avodah Zarah 2a
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Because of the honour of the first, and so that Torah will not appear to be two Torot. ..

25.Rabbi Yehudah Herzl Henkin (21t century Israel), Bnei Banim 3:8
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A sage cannot prohibit the item unless he is asked by its owner, or he is a public expert and it is assumed that they
accept his ruling. So wrote Tumim to Choshen Mishpat 25:13, citing Raavad, “It must be thus, that the owner of the item
is the one who prohibits it for himself. How could a sage make it prohibited for someone else2 One cannot prohibit
something he does not own! Rather, it is clear that the owner prohibits it, prohibiting as the sage told him.”

26. Rabbi Moshe Isserles (16 century Poland), Yoreh Deah 242:31
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If a sage prohibits, another cannot permit due to his own thinking, unless he has a tradition that the former sage erred.
Or, where there was a mistake in a textual matter he could permit. And even where the first sage erred in his thinking,
one may debate with the authority until he recants. Therefore, there is no prohibition against asking a second sage, so
long as he informs him that the first one prohibited. And even where the first one permitted and his ruling was binding,
the second cannot prohibit due to his thinking.

And all of this is only regarding the actual ruling, but in another case, it is obvious that one may rule as he sees fit.

What traits should a doctor seek in a rabbi?

27.Rabbi Yaakov Reischer (17t-18t century Prague, Bavaria, Germany), Shevut Yaakov 2:64
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He did not do well in declaring it non-kosher without examining the texts, even though it was clear in his sharp eyes.

The Torah had mercy on the property of Israel, and he should have been patient in ruling. The sages have already said,

“A student may not rule in the place of his rabbi, unless he is three parsah away.” Certainly, when our rabbis are the

books which have spread in the midst of Israel, it would be appropriate for all who rule not to rule at all without

examining texts first...

28.Talmud, Berachot 64a
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Rav Yosef was known as "Sinai", and Rabbah as "The Uprooter of Mountains". They were needed [to lead the study

hall]. They asked, "Who goes first — Sinai or the Uprooter of Mountains2" The response was sent to them, "Sinai is first,

for all need the one with the grain."

29. Rabbi Yosef Teomim (18t century Poland), Pri Megadim Orach Chaim 136: Eishel Avraham
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Eliyahu Rabbah also said, “A Torah scholar who rules precedes a Torah scholar who is sharp but does not rule.” It
appears that this is because between Sinai and Uprooter of Mountains, Sinai is first.

30. Rabbeinu Asher (13t-14th century Germany, Spain), Responsa, 31:9
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And so err all who rule from the Rambam’s words, but are not expert in gemara to know the source of his words. They
err, permitting the prohibited and prohibiting the permitted...

31.Talmud, Sotah 22a
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One who has read and studied but not apprenticed with Torah scholars — Rabbi Eliezer says: This is an am ha’aretz.

Rabbi Shemuel bar Nachmeni said: This is a boor. Rabbi Yannai said: This is a kuti. Rav Acha bar Yaakov said: This is

a trickster.



32. Mishnah, Avot 4:7
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Rabbi Yishmael son of Rabbi Yosi said: One who keeps himself from [judging] litigation removes from himself enmity,
theft and false oaths. One who is arrogant about ruling is foolish, wicked and arrogant.

33. Talmud, Yevamot 109b
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“One who is fokeia himself to halachah” — This refers to a judge who has a case come before him, and he has learned
laws, and he compares cases when he has a mentor and he does not go ask...

34. Rabbi Shlomo Luria (Maharshal) (16t century Poland), Responsa, 35
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An authority may not rule and compare cases where there is a great sage in the land...

35. Talmud, Shabbat 3b
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Rabbi Chiya said to Rav: Son of great ones, have | not told you! When Rebbe is in one volume, do not ask him regarding

another volume, for perhaps he may not know? If Rebbe were not a great sage, you would have embarrassed him, for

he would have given you the wrong answer!

36.Talmud, Shabbat 114a, with Rashi
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What sort of Torah scholar is suitable to be appointed to lead the community2 One who is asked regarding a halachah
in any place and he responds, and even in Masechet Kallah.
Rashi: “In any place” - In the entire Talmud, and even Masechet Kallah which people do not normally study. He set his
heart and learned it...
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