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The Role of Chazzan Part 2

There is significant discussion among the 
Rabbinic authorities regarding the proper 
tunes to use for davening and whether 
incorporating contemporary melodies is 
appropriate. Many early authorities did not 
approve of this. The Maharil, one of the 
leading Torah giants of Ashkenazic Jewry, 
was famous for codifying Jewish law and 
clarifying our customs. He was blessed with a 
melodious voice and served as a regular 
cantor in his shul. Many of the tunes and 
cantillations we have today for the High 
Holidays stem from the Maharil. 

The Rama, quoting the Maharil, writes that 
one should not deviate from the melodies and 
order of the text of the community. In fact he 
writes that he was once asked to lead the 
services in a different community and he 
diverged from their accepted customs. A 
terrible tragedy then befell his family which he 
attributed to this deviation. The melodies that 
trace back to the Maharil and other early 
Rishonim have aspects of the songs that the 
Leviim sang in the Beit Hamikdash while the 
sacrifices were offered. The nuschaot, the 
tunes, the words, and the piyutim of our 
davening are important parts of our tradition. 
Our sages warn the shilechei tzibur not to 
tamper with them. 

If it is so important not to change the nusach, 
why are there several different nuschaot 
among the different Jewish communities? The 
Midrash tells us that the Yam Suf split into 12 
distinct passageways. This symbolizes that 
each tribe was meant to pursue their own 
unique path to Hashem. The different 
nusachaot are unique channels through which 
we connect to the Creator. The major aspects 

of tefilah are derived from the Gemara and did 
not change. But the specific wording, piyutim, 
and poetic selections may vary among 
different communities. So if a person who 
follows the Ashkenazic rite leads the services 
in a shul that davens the Sefardic rite, all 
agree that he must follow the Sefardic tradition 
because that is the custom of the community. 

What about his own silent shemone esrei? 
Rav Moshe writes that silent shemone esrei 
should prepare the chazan for the repetition. 
Therefore one should follow the same text as 
the repetition. Other opinions disagree. 
According to the Maharik the silent shemone 
esrei is not just a preparation but represents 
the individual sacrifice and takes on a 
significance of its own. So one could pray 
according to one’s custom, which is what most 
people do. In situations like this, it is best to 
ask the local Rabbi. 

The Kitzur writes that the shaliach tzibur 
should be a worthy individual as the verse in 
Yirmiyahu states, “Who is despised?” The 
sages teach this refers to an individual who is 
not fit to lead the services but still does. The 
Kitzur tells us that an appropriate candidate is 
someone who is free of sins, who was 
well-respected even as a child, is truly humble, 
is well-liked by others, has a pleasing voice, 
and is familiar with Tanach as so much of our 
prayers is made up of verses derived from 
there. This is all true in an ideal sense, but if 
the congregation doesn’t have someone with 
all these qualifications, it’s fine to find 
someone who has some of these qualities. 
However, the Shulchan Aruch writes in Hilchot 
Rosh Hashana that for Selichot and the 
services of the High Holidays one should try to 
find a shaliach tzibur with these qualities. The 

Mishna Berura adds that if this will lead to ill 
will and disputes, it is better to give in and let 
the less qualified shaliach tzibur officiate. 

Some contemporary authorities write that back 
in the time when the congregation fulfilled their 
obligations by listening to the chazzan who 
was actually davening for them, it was 
important that the chazzan had these qualities.  
Today when each person davens on his own, it 
is not essential. And perhaps according to the 
Rambam who maintains that the chazarat 
hashatz is not so relevant anymore, there’s no 
reason to worry. 

The Kitzur mentions that a chazzan is only 
allowed to lead the services with the permis-
sion and agreement of the congregation. 
Someone who forces himself upon them is 
considered arrogant and brazen. It is as if he 
mocks Hashem and one should not answer 
amen to his blessings. The Mahram Shick and 
the Chatam Sofer speak out in relatively harsh 
terms against chazzanim who repeat the 
words of the amidah. Some argue that it is not 
considered an interruption and is just for the 
sake of beautifying the service. However, the 
Maharam Shick counters that when you speak 
to a king it is ludicrous to keep repeating the 
same words so many times. One could argue 
that one is praying to a being greater than a 
king and that it is a different form of speaking. 
Rav Moshe opposed the practice but did 
mention that it wasn’t worth arguing about. If 
one has the ability one could intercede. More 
problematic is changing the order of the words 
around which Rav Moshe warned, one should 
avoid.

Yechekel Perek 35: The Fate of Edom

Chapter 35 in Yechezkel discusses the 
ultimate fate of Edom, which will be different 
than the other nations.  The relationship 
between Edom and the Jews is complex and 
requires study. One of the most puzzling ideas 
we find in the Torah is Rivka’s surprising 
silence about Esav's true identity. Why didn’t 
she just tell Yitzchak the truth?  Yitzchak 

wasn’t foolish. He saw Esav’s nature from the 
moment of his birth. Rivka knew it even before 
that, when he was still in her womb. His name 
means the complete one. He was destined to 
take on this world on in its own terms. His 
ruddiness reflected that he was born under the 
constellation of Mars. He would be a warlike 
person who would fight the battles of this 

world. Yitzchak saw Esav’s potential. He could 
have turned out like David Hamelech. Esav’s 
soul, like David’s, embodied the attribute of 
malchut, the ability to say, “I will make Hashem 
rule here in this world.”   While both David and 
Esav were warriors, David fought wars for 
Hashem, but Esav fought wars for himself. 

Continued on Page 2
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Embryonic Experience: Parshat Toldot

Parshat Toldot discusses the birth of Yaakov 
and Esav. We read how Rivka felt strange 
“runnings” within her and went to the beit 
medrash of Shem and Ever to seek an 
answer. Hashem responded that two nations 
were within her, that the might shall pass from 
one to the other, and that the elder shall serve 
the younger.  Rashi notes that when Rivka 
would pass a place of Torah study, Yaakov 
would strain to get out, and when she passed 
a place of idol worship, Esav would struggle to 
get out. How did this response calm Rivka? 
Why would Yaakov want to leave the ultimate 
beit medrash of the womb where an angel 
was teaching him Torah? Further, writes 
Le'avedecha B'emet, Esav was a redhead, a 
sign of a proclivity toward bloodshed. Does 
that mean he was destined from the womb 
toward evil? What about free will?

Yaakov was trying to get away from the evil 
Esav, who would surely not be in a place 
where sanctity prevailed, writes the Birkat 
Mordechai. Rabbi Y. Gefen based on the 
teaching of Rav C. Shmuelevitz suggests that 
while an angel teaches Torah to the baby in 
the womb, the baby exerts no effort in the 
process. Our purpose in life is to toil in Torah, 
and Yaakov wanted to taste that. Therefore, 
he struggled to get out.  

The Gemara Sanhedrin teaches that the 
yetzer hara enters a person at birth, as the 
verse in Bereishit states, “La'petach chatat 
rovetz, at the opening sin is crouching.” How 

then was Esav already drawn to idol worship in 
the womb? The Beer Sheva explains that 
there are two facets to the yetzer hara, a 
thought facet and an action facet. While the 
action facet does indeed enter the individual at 
birth, the thought facet that inclines a person 
towards certain behavior enters the individual 
at conception. The good yetzer teaches Torah 
to the embryo, while the bad yetzer balances it 
out by introducing negative thoughts. Each 
individual gets both inclinations in the womb.

The Sefer Yemin Yakov writes that Hashem 
purposely created this situation of pain for 
Rivka. She needed to hear about the future of 
these two boys so she could ensure that 
Yaakov would get the blessings. This would 
ensure the continuation of the Abrahamitic 
legacy. The Maharal denies that any good or 
evil inclination exists before birth. Rather, he 
suggests that Yaakov and Esav represent 
cosmic forces in creation that transcend the 
natural course of personality development and 
exist prior to birth.

The Mipi Seforim Vesofrim notes that Rivka 
was a reincarnation of Chava and her mission 
was to rectify her sin. The result of Chava’s sin 
was that good and evil became intermixed and 
it was often difficult to differentiate between the 
two. When Rivka sensed that her child was 
running to both Torah and idol worship, she 
became spiritually agitated and was afraid she 
would fail in her mission. When she was told 
that she had two separate entities within her 

and each would embody one aspect of this 
struggle that would continue over many 
generations, she understood that she was 
rectifying Chava’s sin and again separating 
good and evil through her two sons.

Does that mean that Esav was destined for evil 
prior to birth? Not at all. In fact, notes Rabbi 
Schwadron, Esav had even greater potential 
than Yaakov.  The Siftei Chaim explains further 
that Esav had negative proclivities, but 
Yitzchak understood that if he would transform 
them to holiness, he could achieve greatness. 
That is why he invested so much effort in him, 
so that he would be worthy of the blessings of 
the birthright. Yet he chose to use his strengths 
for evil. The character traits we are born with 
do not affect our free choice, but serve as 
guidelines to where we need to exert our effort 
to improve ourselves. Yaakov may have been 
born with “better” propensities. His struggle 
was to reach even higher. But Esav, had he 
mastered his negative inclinations, would have 
surpassed Yaakov as a result of those 
struggles. No situation is intrinsically bad or 
good, says Rabbi Pincus. It all depends on 
what we do with it. Esav had the potential to 
be a champion of the sacred but he made the 
wrong choices.

The embryonic experience is the symbolic 
struggle each of us faces constantly. Only if we 
face it with honesty and clarity, and choose 
appropriately, will we actualize the potential 
Hashem has invested in us.

Based on a Naaleh.com shiur by Rebbetzin Tziporah Heller

Yechezkel Perek 35: The Fate of Edom

Yitzchak saw that Esav’s traits could be 
uplifted and because of this he favored him.  
He gave so much of himself to him, and the 
more you give the more you love. But Rivka 
knew what Yitzchak didn’t know.  She was 
told that the elder would serve the younger 
one and the one that would dominate would 
not be Esav. 

How could Esav serve Yaakov? In an ideal 
world, Esav would be the one to elevate the 

gashmiut and take direction from Yaakov, 
whose essence was Torah. But Rivka knew 
one would always dominate. They wouldn’t 
work together. She couldn’t tell this to 
Yitzchak, because he couldn’t hear it.  

Yitzchak blessed Esav, “You shall live by your 
sword.”  Esav serves Yaakov by his opposition. 
Throughout Jewish history Esav was always at 
our throat from the time of the destruction of 
the second Beit Hamikdash.  Opposition made 

us stronger. It made us define ourselves 
against the backdrop of who we knew we 
would not want to be. Even today one of the 
most effective tools of bringing Jewish 
consciousness to secular kids is taking them to 
Yad Vashem and the concentration camps. It 
is not the ultimate Jewish definition, but it can 
serve as a good beginning. It tells us what we 
faced, who we aren’t and who we never want 
to be.
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