
True ChessedTrue Chessed   
meitiv to other people. When Eliezer went to 
look for a wife for Yitzchak, he searched for 

someone who had the same middah of chessed 
as Avraham Avinu. Therefore, he specifically 
asked for a chessed he clearly did not need. He 
was standing right next to the well, yet he asked 
a little girl to draw water for him, to see if she 
would assist him solely to do good for another 

person. Rivka’s willingness proved that she was 
an appropriate spouse for the son of Avraham 
Avinu. 
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T 
he Torah relates that Avraham’s servant 
Eliezer traveled to Charan to search for a 

wife for Yitzchak. We are told that upon 
his arrival, he davened to Hashem, commencing 
his tefillah with a declaration: “Behold, I stand 
here by the spring of water and the daughters of 
the townsmen come out to draw water.” What a 
strange way to begin a tefillah! Why was it im-

portant to mention where he was standing? Ha-
shem surely didn’t need to be reminded of 
Eliezer’s location. 

The Malbim explains that Eliezer mentioned 
where he was standing because it was an inte-
gral part of his test to determine if Rivka was fit 

to marry into the family of Avraham Avinu. We 
know that Eliezer was a strong man; Chazal tell 
us that he was equal to three hundred and 

eighteen men in battle. Such a strong man, 
standing right next to the well, could easily have 
drawn water for himself. Yet he turned to a 

three year old girl and asked her, “Could you 
give me a drink from your jug?” The natural re-
action would be to answer, “No, you are a grown 

man, so you don’t need me to give you my wa-
ter; draw your own water!” Instead, Rivka re-

plies, “Sure, I’ll give you to drink and draw water 
for all your camels.” 

Rav Mordechai Druk explains that many times 

people base their gemilus chassadim on the 
neediness of the recipients. Avraham Avinu’s 
chessed, however, was for the purpose of doing 
chessed, and was not based on necessity. His 
acts of chessed were performed solely to be 
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Chukas Akum Chukas Akum Chukas Akum Chukas Akum — Part 3 

Rabbi Moshe Revah 
 

I 
n the first two installments of this series we dis-
cussed the prohibition against following non-Jewish 
practices.  We explained that the Rema’s opinion 

(Y.D. 178:1) based on the Maharik was that one may not 
follow a practice that was instituted for reasons of 
promiscuity, or one which seems to lack a basis for its 
observance. This is forbidden both because of the gen-
eral prohibition against following gentile practices, and 
the concern that the original source for this minhag was 
idolatry.  However, following a custom backed by a val-
id reason, such as the donning of certain garments by 
doctors to identify them as medical professionals, is 
permitted. 

Flowers on a GraveFlowers on a GraveFlowers on a GraveFlowers on a Grave    
Many poskim (Minchas Elazar 4:61, Minchas Yitzchak 
1:31, Yaskil Avdi Y.D. 4:25) prohibit placing flowers on a 
grave as a sign of respect.  The reason for the prohibi-
tion is because non-Jews do so to give respect to the 
niftar, and in reality there is no comfort or respect felt 
or received by the niftar with these actions; therefore, 
it is considered a custom with no valid reason and is 
prohibited.  The Minchas Yitzchak even prohibits plant-
ing flowers and trees throughout the graveyard.  Howev-
er, Harav Ovadia Yosef zt”l (Yabia Omer, Y.D. 3:24) 
permits one to plant or place flowers next to a grave; as 
mentioned, whenever we can explain the purpose of the 
custom, it is permitted to follow the practice, and in 
this case the custom is followed to honor the dead. 

Blowing out the Candles on a Birthday CakeBlowing out the Candles on a Birthday CakeBlowing out the Candles on a Birthday CakeBlowing out the Candles on a Birthday Cake    
This is indeed a forbidden practice. Upon investigation, 
it seems that this practice can be traced back to An-
cient Greece. To pay respect to Ar-----, the goddess of 
the hunt (it is forbidden to mention the names of for-
eign gods), people would place cakes with candles in 
them on altars in her honor to symbolize a prosperous 
hunt under the glow of the moon.  During these times it 
was believed that smoke could carry prayers up to the 
gods, so the act of making a wish, and then blowing out 
the candles, would send them on their way to being ful-
filled. (A slightly more in-depth explanation can be easi-
ly found by the interested reader in an encyclopedia.)  
This custom would then fall under the category of prac-
tices of non-Jews that are sourced in idolatry. 

Throwing Money in a Wishing WellThrowing Money in a Wishing WellThrowing Money in a Wishing WellThrowing Money in a Wishing Well    
Besides for the prohibition of bal taschis (in the case of 
those wells that do not serve as a collection point for 
charity), throwing money into a well and ‘making a 
wish’ is also an idolatrous practice.  A wishing well is a 

term from European folklore to describe wells where 
it was thought that any wish spoken there would be 
granted. The idea that a wish would be fulfilled 
came from the notion that water housed deities or 
had been placed there as a gift from the gods. This 
practice is thought to have arisen because water is a 
source of life, and was often a scarce commodity.  
Accordingly, the practice falls under the rubric of 
chukas akum and is forbidden.  If someone wishes to 
donate to the charity that the collection benefits, 
he may donate his quarter by credit card! 

Moment of SilenceMoment of SilenceMoment of SilenceMoment of Silence    
A moment of silence is held in many public places at 
the start of public affairs in various parts of society.  
The question is whether this is a reflective moment 
that is religious in nature, or merely an introspec-
tive moment.  Obviously, if it was inherently reli-
gious, this practice would not be permitted during 
most government-sponsored activities because of 
the many atheists in America who are allergic to re-
ligion.  This author believes that it is an introspec-
tive, somber moment meant to slow life down; as 
such, this non-religious, positive practice may be 
observed and emulated.  Included in this leniency 
are the moments of silence observed on national 
days of remembrance. 

Wedding Bands for MenWedding Bands for MenWedding Bands for MenWedding Bands for Men    
It has become the style of many men (though not 
practiced by Bnei Torah) to wear a wedding band 
(ring). R’ Moshe zt”l (Igros Moshe, E.H. 4:32:2) rules 
that it does not constitute chukas akum, so long as 
the ring was given well after the wedding and can-
not be construed as being part of the wedding cere-
mony.  The reason this is permitted is because the 
wearer is wearing the ring as jewelry, and as men-
tioned in part two, this practice was not set up spe-
cifically as a non-Jewish custom.  Additionally, it is 
being worn to advertise the fact (both to the wearer 
and others) that this person is married, which is also 
a permitted reason.  

Bas Mitzvah CelebrationsBas Mitzvah CelebrationsBas Mitzvah CelebrationsBas Mitzvah Celebrations    
The Sridei Eish (Y.D. 39) has an extended discussion 

regarding whether the bas mitzvah celebration vio-

lates the principles of chukas akum, for perhaps it is 

sourced from the “confirmation” ceremony held in 

other religions at the onset of adulthood.  His con-

clusion is that as long as the celebration is not held 

in the sanctuary of a shul (or with a mix of boys), it 

is permitted and is even recommended to inspire the 

girls with the beauty of yiddishkeit and its mitzvos. 
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