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Coronavirus: Birkat Kohanim or Keriat HaTorah? Pick One.

Summary

In the age of coronavirus, backyard minyanim, and limited attendance, sometimes we have to make
tough decisions about where we pray. When different Minyanim offer different Mitzvah opportunities,
we have to think hard about which one attend. In some places, there are some minyanim with Keriat
HaTorah but not Birkat Kohanim and other minyanim with Birkat Kohanim but not Keriat HaTorah. What
is one to do?

Keriat HaTorah is a communal rabbinic Mitzvah and not necessarily an obligation for every individual.
Meanwhile. the Mitzvah of Birkat Kohanim is Min HaTorah even today without a Beit HaMikdash, and
there is an unresolved debate as to whether it’s only incumbent upon the Kohanim to recite the Beracha
or also upon the non-Kohanim to receive it. Therefore, there is a strong argument to say one should
pray with the Minyan that will have Birkat Kohanim rather than hear Keriat HaTorah. On the other hand,
one who is categorically an "021X" and unable to attend Birkat Kohanim in general still receives the
Beracha, so perhaps seeking Keriat HaTorah can achieve that status for him.! There may also be an
obligation on the individual to participate in Keriat HaTorah once the community is engaging in it.

In practice it is difficult to claim one is obligated to hear Birkat Kohanim every single day, as we don’t
have any record of such a priority to call up a Kohen to come give us the Beracha if we missed it, but one
should do his utmost to hear both. Certainly, if both Minyanim have a Sefer Torah, the argument gets
weaker, but there may be other factors to consider, as well. If one also functions as an important
component of the non-Birkat Kohanim minyan, such as if he is the Shaliach Tzibbur, shares Divrei Torah,
or makes the Minyan, there is further reason to recommend he attend that minyan rather than attend
the one with Birkat Kohanim.? Otherwise, one who knows there will be no Kohanim in his regular
minyan that morning should seriously consider praying in a minyan where there will be Birkat Kohanim.3

One should not decide based on the religious stature and scrupulousness of the Kohanim. After all, the
Rambam adjures us to focus not on the identities of the Kohanim, as they are merely the pipelines
through which HaKadosh Baruch Hu transmits His Beracha. Rather, Hashem in His Mercy blesses Am
Yisrael as He wishes. (Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Tefillah 15:7)

!Indeed, this is the Pesak of Rav Elyashiv (Avnei Yashfeh, Hilchot Tefillah 17:3). Rav Feinhandler extends this to
hearing Kaddish, Kedushah, Barechu, and Tefillah beTzibbur, as well.

2 Yalkut Yosef, Tefillah vol. 2, Orach Chaim 128:4-7

3 Avnei Yashfeh (ibid. 1). This of course, assumes that Birkat Kohanim is being performed correctly and not in an
invalidating fashion.
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