Eliezer’'s Controversial Wager
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Chullin 95b
Rab was once going to his son-in-law R. Hanan when he saw a ferry-boat coming towards him. Said he to
himself: When the ferry-boat comes to meet one it is a good omen. As he came to the door he looked
through the crack of the door and he saw the meat of an animal hanging up. He then knocked at the door
and everybody came out to meet him, even the butchers too. Rab however did not take his eyes off [the
meat] and said to them: ‘If that is how [you look after things], then you are giving my daughter's children
forbidden meat to eat’. And Rab did not eat of that meat. But why? If because of meat that had disappeared
from sight, but here he did not lose sight of it; and if because of the omen, but Rab himself has said: An
omen which is not after the form pronounced by Eliezer, Abraham's servant, or by Jonathan the son
fSaul,isn nsider ivination! - [The reason is that] it was a meal of free choice and Rab would
not partake of a meal of free choice.
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Drashot HaRan 12
And if one would ask: if one is forbidden to resort to these signs and is called an augurer if he does so, how
are we to understand Rav...2- the answer is: though Rav tested propitiousness by means of a ferry, he did



not make his future action entirely dependent upon the result of that test, but only sought some indication
of whether he would meet with success; and even if the sign was that he would not, he would not, because
of this, abandon his undertaking, knowing as he did that the Blessed One can change everything according
to His will...

But did not Rav himself say that any augurer who is not like Eliezer the servant of Abraham and Jonathan
the son of Saul is not an augurer?" That is: if he does not rely implicitly upon his augury as did Eliezer the
servant of Abraham, who said (Genesis 24:14): "And it will be that maiden to whom I say: 'Hand down
your pitcher that I may drink' ...But if you would ask: Then these two [Eliezer and Jonathan] were
confirmed augerers! How can such a thing be said of righteous men such as these? The answer: augury is
forbidden only insofar as it is not dictated by intellect, but whatever is dictated by intellect is not augury

th f th rld, " and differs in n from saying: "If it rains tomorr hall " an

the like.
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R. Moshe Taragin

According to the Ra'avad, the issur applies only to conventions practiced by ancient seers;
evidently, the issur stems from the world of avoda zara. Though the Rabbenu Dovid slightly
disagrees with the Ra'avad in terms of scope (and extends it to any vacuous system - even if not
practiced by ancient cultures) he might still define the issur in terms of avoda zara/black magic and
thereby limit it only to meaningless systems. By contrast, the Ramban (and possibly the Rambam)
by extending the issur to any attempt to predict the future - even authentic ones might have viewed
the issur as deriving from a lack of faith in Hashem.

This question might suggest an additional halakhic ramification. Would a Gentile be
forbidden to utilize nichush? This issue is dealt with by the Kesef Mishneh (in his commentary to
the Rambam ibid. and by the Me'iri to Sanhedrin 56b). Clearly, if the issur stems from the world of
avoda zara there might be room to prohibit a Gentile as well (though we might question which
aspects of avoda zara apply to a Gentile. At least the 'feasibility’ of extending the issur applies). If,
however, the issur derives from a lack of 'higher' faith and commitment to Hashem, we would
surely limit the issur to Jews (as the section in Shoftim suggests). Obviously, this issue greatly
influences the way we understand the section in parashat Chaye Sara in which Eliezer appears to
use a sign to determine the appropriate woman to marry Yitzchak.

Quite possibly...if indeed nichush is a form of avoda zara there would be no special permits
allowed. If, however, it displays a lack of trust in Hashem, no issur would apply if the person is
operating under ru'ach ha-kodesh and trusts that whatever sign might occur is really a
communique directly from Hashem. Indeed, Eliezer utilized this sign, but it was permitted because
in his exceptional case it did not display a lack of "tamim tihiyeh im Hashem Elokekha."


https://www.sefaria.org/Sanhedrin.56b?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker

