SACRED PRACTICE OR STUPID CUSTOM?
THE ROLE AND LIMIT OF MINHAG IN HALAKHAH

PART Ill: NUSACH ASHKENAZ, SEFARD, AND EDOT MIZRACH:
HOW LITURGY CAME TO BE

I. HOW PRAYER CAME TO BE WHAT WE HAVE TODAY

1. Rambam, Laws of Prayer 1:1

To pray daily is an affirmative duty, as it is
said, “And ye shall serve the Lord, your God”
(Exodus 23:25). The service, here referred to,
according to the teaching of tradition, is
Prayer, as it is said, “And to serve Him with
all your heart” (Deuteronomy 11:13), on which
the sages commented, “What may be
described as Service of the Heart? Prayer.”
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2. R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “Reflections on the Amidah,” Worship of the Heart, p. 145

When Rambam said that prayer is Biblically ordained and identical with the service of the heart,
he thereby redeemed love, fear, and indeed our entire religious life from muteness. They were
given a voice. The lover expresses his yearning, the trembler his fear, the wretched and dejected
his helplessness, the perplexed his confusion, and the joyful his religious song — all within the

framework of prayer.

3. Bablyonian Talmud, Berakhot 33a

Rav Shemen bar Abba said to R. Yochanan:
Now, since [the Amidah] was instituted by
the members of the Great Assembly, like
berakhot, prayers, sanctifications, and
havdalot, let us see where they instituted [the
saying of Havdalah).

4. Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 17a

When Mar, son of Ravina, would conclude
his prayer, he said the following: My God,
guard my tongue from evil and my lips from
speaking deceit. To those who curse me let
my soul be silent and may my soul be like dust
to all. Open my heart to Your Torah, and may
my soul pursue your mitzvot. And save me
from a bad mishap, from the evil inclination,
from a bad woman, and from all evils that
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suddenly come upon the world. And all who
plan evil against me, swiftly thwart their
counsel, and frustrate their plans. May the
words of my mouth and the meditation of my
heart find favor before You, Lord, my Rock
and my Redeemer.

5. Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 29b
Granted, according to the one who says that
“Ki Tissa” [Ex. 30:11-16] is read [on Shabbat
Shekalim] it is possible, as it could fall out on
that Shabbat [in the annal cycle of readings].
But, for those who say it should be “Tzav et
Korbani,” [Num. 28] does that ever occur at
that time? Yes, for the people of the West [i.e.,
the Land of Israel] who complete a triennial
Torah cycle.

MIX MDY 1Y AT D MK NNy P
JONIN

209 T A9 noon I TINbN 5

N2 MONNRT M0 "KWn D7 7R Xnbwa
MINN M MNP NN OIXY TNY KON NI
WONT K2WwnN MaY - PXOZKIMT NI
JIW nYna XNYMNTH

For details on the origins of prayer see:
Lawrence H. Schiffman, “History and Liturgy: The Evolution of Multiple Prayer Rites”
July 6, 2010, Kol Hamevaser

6. Jonathan Sarna (in an email to David Jacobson)

It is clear that large swaths of Eastern European Jews were used to Nusach Sfard. Many
Rumanian Jews used it (not to be confused with Romaniot Jews, who were a minority in
Rumania; many of the Jews in Rumania had formerly lived in Russia) and their shuls in America
tended to be Nusach Sfard. Many Russians also used it; indeed, it was the custom of the great
Leningrad (St Petersburg) Synagogue — at least when I was there in 1986. Lots of American
Orthodox synagogues daven Nusach Sfard, including the Orthodox synagogue, known as Golf
Manor Synagogue (but originally also one component Anshe Sfard) in Cincinnati.

1I. THE IMPORTANCE OF NUSACH

7. Magen Avraham, 68:1

The Arizal would not say poems and chants
unless they had been arranged by earlier
authorities such as Ha-Kalir, who instituted
them through truth. Therefore, the customs
that people have regarding their tefillot: one
should not change the customs of that locale.
For there are twelve gates in heaven for the
twelve tribes, and each tribe has their own
gate and sole custom. As it is written in the
Jerusalem Talmud “even though we wrote to
you the order of prayer, do not change the
usage of your ancestors.”
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8. Responsa Maharshdam, O.C. §35

But, in this case, there is no concern of any
prohibition and there is no distancing from
sin, and so it cannot be that the concern of
“do not forsake the Torah of your mother” is
relevant ... I do not see any significant
different [between the nusachot] for they are
all the same. It is true that one who changes
the ending of [a berakhah] that was instituted
by the Sages is mistaken and does not fulfil
the obligation, but there is no difference
except some poems or lines that are said
during prayer. And these a person can see if
their absence is better than what exists.

9. Responsa Chatam Sofer 1 (0.C.) §15

And when this light of the Lord, the Arizal,

... who instituted his siddur and revealed the
mysteries of his nusach, which was Sefardi.
And had he been Ashkenazi or there had been
a man like him in the Ashkenazi world, he
would have done the same with the
Ashkenazi siddur. But now, in later
generations that have come to understand the
secrets of God, who sufficiently understand
the words of the Arizal, but do not know how
to extract them from Nusach Ashkenaz: it is
better for them to pray from a Sefardi siddur,
which records the Hekhalot and the Yichudim
of the Arizal. ... In any case, it is better to pray
what one understands rather than what was
arranged by someone else.

10. Responsa Divrei Chayyim, O.C. 11, §8
And so, it is not a challenge that which the
Chatam Sofer says regarding why we don’t
pray Nusach Arizal, because we don’t know
from which tribe we come ... therefore, along
came the Holy Ari and instituted a new
universal gate [of prayer] ... and one who
does not know their ancestry should thus
pray the Nusach Arizal.
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