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Signs, Omens and Goralos
Last week we began our discussion of signs and wonders such 
as those that were given to Moshe Rabbeinu to prove the 
truth of his prophecy. As we saw, there is a broad dispute 
(principally between the Rambam and the Ramban) concerning 
the significance of miracles and wonders as fundamentals of our 
emunah. Furthermore, we saw that this dispute extends into 
day-to-day halacha in the question of using omens and signs to 
decide how to act in practical dilemmas.  

This week we will continue the discussion of this topic, and 
review a number of concrete halachic ramifications. To what 
degree can one rely on signs and omens for one’s practical 
decisions? It is permitted to rely on the various forms of goralos? 
What is the difference between permitted and forbidden forms 
of decision-making based on signs and omens?

We will discuss these questions, and others, below.

This week’s article continues the discussion opened in the 
previous article concerning the use of signs and omens, and 
relates to a number of concrete halachic ramifications that are 
worthy of our awareness. To what degree can one rely on signs 
and omens for one’s practical decisions? It is permitted to rely 
on the various forms of goralos that many use? What is the 
difference between permitted and forbidden forms of decision-
making based on signs and omens? These questions, and others, 

are discussed in this week’s article.
This week’s Q & A addresses the matter of tevilah for china 

dishes.

Dear Reader,

The miracles of Mitzrayim, 
of which we begin to learn 
this week, are set aside 
from all other miracles. As 
we recall them, we learn a 
special lesson in the annals 
of Jewish history.

The Avos, too experienced 
miracles. Avraham, 
as Chazal teach, was 
miraculously saved from 
the furnace of Nimrod, 
vanquished the four 
kings, and experienced 
miraculous salvation 
when Sarah was taken 
by Avimelech. Yaakov 
likewise experienced 
Kefitzas Ha-Derech on his 
way to Charan. Miracles 
were not strange to our 
ancestors. 

Yet, the miracles of Egypt 
were different. 

The miracles experienced 
by the Avos did not entirely 
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Prohibited Omens 

The Rambam and the Raavad engage in an important dispute 
over the use of omens. 

The Gemara (Sanhedrin 65b) cites two early sources defining 
the biblical prohibition of using omens. The first source lists such 
common omens as food falling from one’s mouth (a negative 
omen that indicates impending danger) or a deer crossing 
one’s path. The second source lists studying the conduct, 
communication or migratory patterns of fish or birds. The events 
listed in the first source, as well as the natural phenomena of 
the second, were elements that were classically used as omens 
to predict the future.

In his redaction of the prohibition, the Rambam (Laws of Idolatry 
11:4-5) includes these omens, but extends the prohibition to 
include any sign used to predict the future—even a personal one. 
For example, the Rambam rules that it is forbidden for someone 
to determine his future actions based on personal episodes:

“Similarly, a person who sets up omens for himself; e.g., if this 
and this happens, I will do this. If it will not happen, I will not 
do it, as Eliezer, the servant of Abraham did, and the like—all 
this is forbidden. Anyone who does one of these things because 
of such omens is [liable for] lashes.”

Thus, the method of determination practiced by Eliezer in his 
search for a bride for Yitzchak, in which he decided to select a 
bride based on generosity extended to him, is in fact forbidden 
(see Bach, Yoreh De’ah 179, concerning the acts of Eliezer 
and the determination practiced by Yehonasan concerning going 
to war).

According to the Rambam, any foretelling of the future, including 
even stargazing and reliance on personal episodes, involves a 
deviation from the ways of reason—and is therefore prohibited. 

Signs for the Past

Notably difficult, in view of this position, are a number of 

transcend the fabric of the 
natural world. The rules of 
nature were bent, but they 
were not entirely negated. 
The level of the revelation 
did not rise beyond the 
boundaries of the known. 

In the miracles of Mitzrayim, 
the order of nature was 
entirely dissolved. Take 
the first plague of blood: 
When an Egyptian drank 
the waters of the Nile, the 
liquid was blood; when a 
Jew drank the same liquid, 
it was water. For a liquid 
to be both blood and 
water simultaneously, it is 
insufficient to break the 
rules of nature; the entire 
order of nature must be 
totally disbanded. 

Such is the case for the 
plague of darkness. Within 
the confines of nature, it 
is absolutely impossible for 
the same room to both bask 
in bright light and to be 
stricken by thick darkness. 
This miracle is typical of 
Egypt: The experience 
totally shattered the natural 
order, leaving nothing 
behind. The miracles were 
of an order that cannot 
be fathomed by human 
minds operating within the 



Talmudic anecdotes (Chulin 95b) detailing signs and omens 
that were used by various Sages of the Mishnah and Gemara. 
Rabbi Yochanan, for instance, asked children which verse of the 
Torah they were studying and interpreted their answer as an 
omen for the future. According to Rabbi Shimon b. Elazar, it is 
permitted to utilize a house, child, or woman, as a sign. 

In order to resolve this difficulty, the Rambam suggests a novel 
interpretation of these anecdotes: 

“[A different ruling applies when] a person says: This house I 
built is a good omen for me. This woman I married or this animal 
I purchased was blessed. From the time I purchased it onward, 
I have become rich. The same applies to a person who rejoices 
and sees a good omen when a child is asked: Which verse are 
you studying? and the child reads him a verse of blessing. This 
and the like are permitted, since the person did not perform an 
act or hold himself back from performing an act [because of the 
omen]. All he did was to consider something that had already 
happened as a sign.”

The Rambam thus understands that it is only permitted to make 
use of omens with regard to evaluating the past. Regarding the 
future, reliance on omens is universally prohibited.

Omens of War

The Raavad disagrees with the Rambam, claiming that personal 
signs and determinants, such as the sign utilized by Eliezer, are 
permitted. The omens mentioned in the Talmud as having been 
employed by the Sages, according to the Raavad, were used to 
make decisions for the future, and not merely as yardsticks of 
the past and nevertheless are permitted. 

The Radak, in his commentary to Shmuel (I 14:9), offers an 
explanation of this position. The verse describes how Yehonasan 
based a decision upon a personal sign, instructing his arm’s 
bearer: “If the Pelishtim will respond to our beckoning by 
saying: Come up to us, we will attack them for it is a sign that 
we will be victorious. If, however, they order us to stop, we 
will not continue with our attack.” According to the Rambam, 

boundaries of the natural.

In these miracles the Name 
of Havayah, which was 
not revealed to the Avos, 
was revealed.  And with 
these miracles the nation 
of Israel was born.

The nation of Israel was 
created with miracles 
that entirely transcended 
nature, for this is its 
very essence. Were this 
not the case, surviving a 
two-thousand year exile, 
a lone sheep among 
seventy wolves, would be 
totally impossible. Our 
national existence – and 
the modern era is no 
exception – testifies to 
the supernatural nature 
that we were born into. 

Our prayer, for so long on 
our lips, is that we shall 
speedily see the fulfilment 
of the prophecy: “As the 
day of your departure 
from Egypt I shall show 
you wonders.”
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this appears to constitute a violation of the 
prohibition of nichush. 

Coming to the defense of Yehonasan, the 
Radak explains that the prohibition applies 
only to signs employed by professional seers 
to predict the future. Once these signs become 
institutionalized they are forbidden. However, 
individual signs which a person sets for himself 
are completely permissible, and were permissibly 
employed by both Eliezer and Yehonasan. The 
Raavad’s position is well understood in the light 
of Radak’s explanation.

Permitted Omens

The dispute between the Rambam and the 
Raavad has the same foundation as the dispute 
between the Rambam and the Ramban noted in 
the previous article. 

According to the Rambam, all signs and omens 
are prohibited with regard to predicting the future. 
There is no permission to predict the future—
not by means of stargazing, and not by means of 
any signs. According to the Ramban, however, 
we have seen that the science of astrology is not 
included in the Torah prohibitions of divination 
and the like, and the same applies to signs that 
have a natural foundation, that follow principles 
of logic (including personal experience) and 
reason. 

We therefore find the Ran (Sanhedrin 65b), 
stating in the name of Rabbeinu David (the 
Ramban’s student) that the prohibition of 
nichush applies only to those who consult 
meaningless signs, such as the examples cited in 

the Gemara (bread falling out of one’s mouth, a 
deer crossing the path, and so on). Those who 
consult authentic systems, which can indeed 
provide a glimpse of the future, do not violate 
the prohibition. 

Rabbeinu David reinforces his position from a 
statement of the Gemara (Pesachim 113a), 
which states that one who consults with 
stargazers (the Talmudic word is “Chaldeans,” 
which is interpreted by several rishonim to mean 
stargazers; see Beis Yosef, Yoreh De’ah 179) 
violates the positive commandment of “tamim 
tihiyeh,” the obligation to be wholehearted 
with Hashem. The only violation is the positive 
instruction of purity of faith in Hashem—and 
not the negative commandments of divination 
and the like. 

This is the same position as the Ramban. Yet, 
unlike consultation with stargazers which involves 
an infringement of the positive instruction 
of tamim tihiyeh, the employment of various 
omens is entirely permitted. As the Ran writes, 
pure faith in Hashem prohibits consultation of 
horoscopes, but does not prohibit reliance on 
signs. Personal signs, and signs that work by 
natural means, are entirely permitted.

The Meiri, departing in this instance from the 
Rambam, is lenient: “One who wishes to take 
an action, and asks a child about the passage he 
is learning, and refrains from the action based 
on the child’s response—all of this is permitted. 
The general rule is that anything which is a 
personal sign that a person makes for himself, 
and is not an existing and general nichush, even 
if he performs or refrains from performing an 
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action based on the sign, this is permitted.” The 
proof he notes is from the instances of Eliezer 
and Yonasan, as discussed above.

Simanim on Rosh Hashanah

In light of the above, it is interesting to reflect 
on the universal custom of eating simanim 
(“omens”) on the night of Rosh Hashanah.

The first passage of the Mordechai in Maseches 
Yoma addresses this question, asking why it is 
permitted to eating the simanim, which indicate 
positive experiences for the upcoming year. For 
instance, we eat the head of a fish so that we 
will experience a quality year. Why, in view of 
the prohibition of using signs and omens, is this 
practice permitted? 

The Mordechai answers that the simanim are 
based on verses of the Torah, and therefore they 
involve no prohibition. Rather than involving 
magic or prohibited mysticism, they bless the 
coming year with references to the Torah. Being 
based on verses, they certainly do not distance 
their users from Hashem.

This squares well with the Ramban’s 
understanding of the prohibition: It is forbidden 
to rely on omens insofar as they distance a 
person from wholeheartedness with Hashem. In 
this case, the simanim are interwoven with prayer 
and verses, and therefore do not constitute such 
a departure from wholehearted faith.

Halachic Rulings: Signs and Lots

The Shulchan Aruch (Yoreh De’ah 179:4) 
cites the words of the Gemara (a home, a 

child and a woman are not a nichush, but they 
are a siman), without explaining the halachic 
implication. The Rema, rules that one may ask 
a child to recite the pasuk he is learning and 
then cites the two opinions concerning making 
decisions based on signs, the opinions of the 
Rambam and the Ramban. 

Some authorities (see Taz 3; Shach 5) explain 
that the Rema, since he does not mention a 
dispute concerning asking a child to recite a 
pasuk, means to permit relying on the sign 
of a child citing a Torah passage, even for 
determining future action, because this is 
considered a “partial prophecy”—an idea noted 
by the Semag (see, however, Biur HaGra 10).

The Erech Lechem writes that it is certainly 
permitted to open up a Torah and base one’s 
decisions on the Pasuk that emerges, “for it is 
our life, as we find by Yosheyahu who acted 
based on a Sefer Torah that was rolled open 
to a particular passage.” He adds that this is 
also the common custom, as we also know from 
many great luminaries who relied on the goral 
haGra for making difficult decisions. 

The Chida (Shiyurei Beracha) writes on this 
subject at some length, citing a number of 
rabbinic precedents for the reliance on similar 
goralos. However, he says that the Roke’ach 
cites the Rambam that it is improper (ein ra’uy) 
to open up a Chumash “in the ways of goralos 
of non-Jews,” adding that one who does so is, 
nevertheless, not disqualified from serving in a 
public position and is not punished for the deed.

The Chida suggests that the Rambam’s critique 
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The Question:

Does one require to be tovel porcelain dishes (bone china)? What is the source of the this halachah?

Answer:

One should be tovel the dishes without a berachah.

Sources:

Most authorities maintain that porcelain dishes do not require tevillah, according to the strict halachah. 
The reason is that they have the status of keli cheres, earthenware utensils that are not obligated in 
tevillah (She’elas Yaavatz 1:67; Pischei Teshuvah, Yoreh De’ah 120:2).

However, the common custom is to tovel the dishes without a berachah (Aruch Ha-Shulchan 120:29; 
Ben Ish Chai Matos 7). Note that the Aruch Ha-Shulchan writes that he does not understand the 
custom.

Even today, the common custom is that china dishes are toveled, and reason for this is that the china 
is treated and compounded with different materials, so that there is a possibility that china dishes are 
considered glass (which rabinically obligated in tevillah).

Another possibility is that the dishes are defined as clay dishes that are coated with glass, which 
involves a dispute among authorities.

Because of the changing ways in which china dishes are treated, it is proper to be careful in this matter, 
and to immerse china dishes without a berachah.

refers to people who made rounds at the houses 
of the general population, offering them the use 
of goralos in making decisions. Concerning this, 
the Rambam is stringent—but not concerning a 
private consultation for personal decisions. The 
Darchei Teshuvah (Yoreh De’ah 179) notes 
this ruling, and similar rulings are given by 
Sefer Chassidim (244) and Shut Mahari Brona 
(101). Indeed, the Maharsham is reported (in 
his son’s introduction to Techeles Mordechai) 

to have employed the method of opening up 
the Torah as inspiration for finding answers to 
his dilemmas. 

Notwithstanding these opinions, the Shiltei 
Giborim (Sanhedrin 87, citing Riaz) notes that 
the practice of using a goral, of whatever type, 
is not permitted according to the Rambam—
but writes that this is a minority opinion that 
has not been accepted by the great majority of 
authorities. 
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