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Why Don’t We Pray for Rain When We Actually Need the Rain? Part 2
The Freehof Institute of Progressive Halakhah

Twelve Minute Shiur #35
The source sheet for Part 1 is available here.

For a more comprehensive written discussion see here.

Resp. R. Asher b. Yehiel (Rosh) 4:10
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Since | have heard that some are puzzled by my opinion, | want to explain it here:
namely, that it is not proper to cease praying for rain on the first day of Pesah. I did not
come to this position recently; indeed, long ago in Germany | loudly protested against
two practices that were observed during this season.
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The first is that the people did not pray for rain at the proper time. True, we read (B.
Ta’anit 10a) that “Hananiah says: in the Diaspora (golah) one begins to pray for rain
sixty days following the autumnal equinox (¢ kufat Tishri), [and] Rav Huna bar Hiyya
said in the name of Shmuel: the halakhah is according to Hananiah.” And it is also true
that we follow the Talmud Bavli wherever it disagrees with the Talmud Yerushalmi, for
our Talmud [= the Bavli] is halakhicly authoritative. But this rule applies specifically to
matters of ritual, monetary, and purity law, whereas on matters that pertain to the needs
of the hour and that do not involve a violation of Torah law, it is proper to rule according
to the years, geography, and seasons.
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(The difference may be that) Babylonia is situated on great rivers and does not need the
rains until sixty days after the equinox. Or perhaps the time for sowing was later in
Babylonia. But in Germany, where sowing time begins in the middle of Tishri, it is well
known that if the rains don’t come immediately after the time of sowing the seed will be
ruined, for birds and mice will consume it all. Why then can we not adopt the observance
of Eretz Yisrael, who pray for rain in Heshvan in accordance with the opinion of Rabban
Gamliel? For on this matter there is no dispute (ma/loket) between the residents of
Babylonia and of Eretz Yisrael: each group has good reasons for practicing as they do.
The difference is simply that in Babylonia they practiced in accordance with their local
requirement, while the Mishnah (Ta anit 1:3) that says we should pray for rain in
Heshvan was taught in Eretz Yisrael in accordance with their local requirement.
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Since | say that there is no makloket between the two regions, you may wonder: what
induced Shmuel to declare the halakhah according to Hananiah? That’s no problem, for
we can respond that since Rabbi Elazar declares that the halakhah is according to Rabban
Gamliel (B. Ta anit 10a), we might have thought the Mishnah demands that all regions
follow that practice. So Shmuel tells us that the Babylonian practice does not violate the
Mishnah, which refers to the requirements of the residents of Eretz Yisrael.
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We draw a kal vazomer: if the Babylonians can practice according to their local
requirement without violating the rule of the Mishnah, the residents of Germany can do
the same.
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The second incorrect practice is that in Germany they cease praying for rain and
mentioning the power of rain (= mashiv harua#, etc.) on the first day of Pesah. It’s well
known that in Germany the produce can hardly survive without rain between Pesah and
Shavuot. The Mishnah (Ta anit 1:2) that tells us to cease on the first day of Pesah was
taught with respect to the residents of Eretz Yisrael, as | have shown. There, the barley
harvest took place at Pesah, and the wheat needed to dry out and ripen until Shavuot;
thus, rain at that season was siman k’lalah, a curse. But in Germany, where the produce
cannot survive without rain between Pesah and Shavuot, rain is siman b rakhah, a
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blessing; why, then, should they not pray for rain and mention the power of rain from
Pesah to Shavuot?... For as | have shown, every land prays for rain and mentions the
power of rain according to its own (agricultural) requirements, as is the case with
Babylonia and Eretz Yisrael.

IDPAN RIVND IDINT PN I 2230 NI OWIN 7D INDYT (12 T /NNIYN/ DY) RNND IR TV

,PY 1IN DNWYN NOIIDY IPNT D29 IN 7Y 1PN NYAN YNIV) 1PNHT DX TN 11HN NMPNA
NIV PPN DIHYNY I ONONX DTN I IR PN ,NDON YNIWI INNIT DX DNY NHY
POV NN RP 7NN, 1IN 295 DO MMIPNNI DNWN 292 DON NN Y232 AN JNNTN DY PHIWY
D9 NIN NN Y29 AT

Y1 55] PONIVT I NTIN DT> NINT NIV DOUN XIN JIN ,NNNX Y 1322 NIN 1J9 NI 7T NIIN
PO DNV

A further proof: “The Jews of Nineveh sent a s/ ‘elah to Rabbi (Yehudah Hanasi)” (B.
Taanit 14b)...

We learn from this that Rabbi disagrees with the baraita only with respect to a single
city. But in the case of a large country like Germany he would agree that its residents
should pray for rain whenever they need it.
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| made these arguments to my teachers in Germany. None disputed me, but they replied that “we
need not change the minhag here, because drought is not usually an issue, and frequently the
crops spoil on account of too much rain.” When I left Germany and travelled through Provence, |
heard in Montpelier that they began praying for rain on 7 Heshvan. | approved of this. | said to
the sages of Montpelier: “You have answered one question for me, but when do you cease
praying for rain?” They replied that they act in accordance with the Mishnah and cease praying
for rain on the first day of Pesah. | asked them whether they needed rain between Pesah and
Shavuot. They told me that they needed rain greatly at that time and that the produce could not
survive without rain. I rehearsed for them all the arguments that I’ve written above. They found
them quite persuasive, but they said: “We begin praying for rain on 7 Heshvan because that’s an
ancient custom here. As for ceasing, we cannot change the established minhag without a decision
from the sages of the entire region.” I departed without knowing their decision.
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When | arrived here (Spain), | saw that this county needed rain between Pesah and
Shavuot more than did other places.... I said to myself: “Now is the moment to bring
about the change | have sought for so long, for surely at a time of distress like this they
will listen to me. And if they institute the change this year, in all probability they will
never revert to their old custom.”
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The Commentary apparently contradicts what he writes in his Code... But if you look
closely at his words, you’ll find that both texts say the same thing. For in the
Commentary he uses the word “lands” (aratzot), reflecting the distinction between Eretz
Yisrael and Babylonia in the matter of praying for and mentioning rain, from which we
learn that a “community” (rabim) is an entire land/country, whose residents pray for rain
at the season in which they need it in birkat hashanim.

But in the Mishneh Torah, he writes: “Places (m komot) such as the distant islands that
need rain during the summer months” — “places,” because they do not constitute an entire
“land.” Therefore, they are compared to “individuals” who recite the prayer for rain in the
blessing “Who hears prayer.” QED.
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But when | saw that those who disagreed with me persuaded the community to reject my wors,
the words of the living God, | too ceased to [practice according to my opinion] in the synagogue
where | pray. Even though | am but an individual, I could have prayed for rain in birkat
hashanim [beyond Pesah] because such is the requirement of the entire community (rabim). Still,
| did not wish to cause divisiveness and schism.



