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Minhagim: A Brief History 
and Overview

rabbi simi grosman

Introduction
There are slighT variations in the definition of a minhag (custom) but, generally 
speaking, a minhag is defined as a local or communal practice. In his introduction to the 
book, The Minhagim by Abraham Chill, Professor Marvin Fox notes that the word minhag is 
derived from the root nahog – to lead. Chazal over the ages imposed minhagim in various 
communities throughout the world, aimed at preserving the conscience and character 
of a community or communities. From bris to tahara, the ritual washing ceremony of the 
deceased, Judaism has created a compendium of rituals linking adherents not only to one 
another but to thousands of years of Jewish history and tradition.

The Importance of Minhagim
Rabbi J.D. Eisenstein, in his אוצר דינים ומנהגים first published in 1917, adds further that 
customs do not necessarily have a mekor (source) in halacha. That said, there are several 
references to the importance of minhagim such as is noted in the Shulhan Arukh Yoreh 
Deah (Siman 376) where the Mechaber reminds us that – מנהג אבותינו היא תורה – “the custom 
of our forefathers is Torah.” The Gemara Bava Metzia 86b further states – ולעולם אל ישנה אדם מן 
 ,one should never stray from a custom.” A minhag can sometimes supersede halacha“ – המנהג
says the Yerushalmi in Bava Metzia 86b. We are told that minhagim are of such significance 
that we find that the Angels and Hakadosh Baruch Hu himself follow certain local practices 
or minhagim. 
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Categories of Minhagim

The Sefer HaMat’amim quoting the Chomos Yesharim distinguishes between three types 
of minhagim. 

a. Minhagim that serve as a Seyag – a fence around the law. These minhagim serve essen-
tially as safeguards against inadvertent transgression of the Torah (see Pirkei Avos 1:1)

b. Minhagim that are designed to stimulate the awareness and “zrizus” (diligence) of the 
individual so that they do not succumb to the influences and materialism around them.

c. Minhagim that demonstrate our love for mitzvos by embellishing them with additional 
observance. Hiddur mitzvah would fall into this category. For example, the Gemara tells 
us that when the baskets of bikkurim were brought up to the Beis Hamikdash they would 
hang decorations on the horns of the sacrificial ox as a Hiddur mitzvah. A similar theme 
comes up when we are selecting our Esrog leading into the holiday of Sukkos. Singing 
Zemiros at the Shabbos table and covering the challas with a nicely embroidered “mappah” 
instead of just a plain cloth cover are further examples of minhagim designed to show 
our love for Hakadosh Baruch Hu’s mitzvos.

A Sampling of Jewish Customs
Minhagim cover an extremely wide range of Jewish rituals, from variations in the order or 
language of particular prayers, to swinging a chicken over one’s head prior to Yom Kippur, 
to the nearly universal practice of smashing a glass under the Chuppah at the conclusion 
of a wedding ceremony. As Jews became dispersed throughout the Diaspora, it was inevit-
able that there would be a vast diversity in minhagim. Some customs are practiced by only 
small minorities of Jews. German Jews, for example, ritually wash their hands before recit-
ing Kiddush over wine at the Shabbat meal, while most other Jews wash their hands after 
drinking the Kiddush wine. Some Jews stand for the Kiddush, others sit, and some stand for 
the first half and sit for the second half of Kiddush. Among the Jews of Gibraltar, sand is 
added to the Charoses dish on Passover to enhance its symbolism of the bricks used by the 
Hebrew slaves when building the Pyramids in ancient Egypt. Another unusual Passover 
custom, practiced by Persian Jews, is to whip the participants of the Seder with scallions 
reminding them of the pain of bondage.

Perhaps the most pronounced differences when it comes to minhagim breaks down 
along Ashkenazi/Sephardi lines. The Shulchan Aruch is replete with examples of customs 
adopted and practiced by one group and not the other. Kitniyos on Pesach is one of the 
immediate examples that come to mind. We are all familiar with Ashkenazi ban on eating 
rice, lentils and legumes known as kitniyos during Pesach. Though the practice of avoiding 
rice on Pesach is noted in the Gemara, it only came into force as a broad ban, centuries later 
as noted by Rav Shlomo Zevin in his Sefer HaMoadim B’halacha. The ban remains in force 
among most Ashkenazi Jews today but not so in the Sephardi world.

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/breaking-the-glass-at-a-jewish-wedding/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/9-things-know-passover/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/haroset-charoset/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/kitniyot-not-quite-hametz/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/kitniyot-not-quite-hametz/
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Nusach and Tefilah
Nusach is another example of where minhag plays a vital role. The “nusach tefilah” is the 
text of the davening (prayers) used by a particular community. Nusach has come to signify 
the entire liturgical tradition of the community, including the musical rendition. It is 
narrower than minhag which can refer to custom in any field, not necessarily only that of 
communal davening.

Both nusach and minhag can thus be used for liturgic rite or liturgic tradition though 
sometimes a nusach appears to be a subdivision of a minhag or vice versa. In general, one 
is encouraged to daven according to one’s “nusach of origin” unless one has formally joined 
a different community and accepted its minhag. The Orach Chayim in his Arba’ah Turim 
goes so far as to state that if someone abandons the nusach of his community; his prayer is 
disqualified and must be repeated using the accepted nusach. 

To further demonstrate the importance of minhagim in davening, the Yerushalmi (Eruvin 
27b) states that when it comes to davening and nusach, “Don’t change the minhag of your fore-
fathers.” A similar sentiment is expressed in the Bavli (Pesachim 50b) which quotes Proverbs 
1:8, “My son, hear your father’s rebuke and do not abandon your mother’s teaching.”

Perhaps the importance and strength of minhagim – especially those imposed by the 
sages – is best illustrated by the fact that we can recite a bracha including שם ומלכות – invok-
ing HaShem’s name – in many instances even though it is only a minhag.

Can Minhagim Be Reversed?
There is a dispute among the Poskim as to whether minhag requires some sort of formal 
adoption by a community or not. It is interesting to note that the Rambam in his Mishneh 
Torah writes that if a Beis Din imposes a gezeirah, takana, or minhag on the people and it 
is adopted by the masses, it can no longer be revoked or changed by a subsequent Beis Din 
unless that Beis Din is greater than the preceding one in בחכמה ובמנין (in wisdom and number).

The above notwithstanding, there is precedence and examples of when certain customs 
were actually changed or revoked because similar customs had been adopted by the Gentile 
population. This is called מפני חוקת הגויים – because of the customs of the gentiles. The 
Gemara in Brachos (53a) makes reference to the custom of lighting incense in honour of 
the deceased and surrounding the departed with flowers, a custom that was later abolished 
when it became part of the gentile ritual. There was and continues to be a minhag to adorn 
the shul and our homes with greenery on Shavuot to commemorate the event at Har Sinai 
and Matan Torah, when the Jews received the Torah. The Vilna Gaon was very much against 
this custom because it had become part of the religious service in the non-Jewish world.

Minhag versus Din
There are examples, albeit they are few and far between, where minhagim can actually 
negate certain halachic practices. In the Yerushalmi (Bava Metziah 27b) we come across 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arba%27ah_Turim
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the following statement, “Rav Hosheyah said that a minhag can cancel a halacha” As an example, 
the Gemara in Yevomos (102a) discusses the use of the סנדל (literally, the sandal or shoe) 
in the practice of executing the Chalitza ceremony. The Gemara there tells us that even if 
Elijah himself were to appear and instruct us not to use the סנדל, we would not listen to 
him because this has become the adopted custom of the people. 

As noted above, many of the minhagim that were implemented over the ages were done 
so as to create a “seyag” or fence to protect or strengthen certain mitzvot. Examples here 
would include the custom of not doing work on Erev Pesach so as to not forget to burn the 
Chametz or make the necessary preparations for the Korban Pesach (Pascal Lamb). Other 
minhagim were instituted as a “zecher,” a commemoration of a practice that was conducted 
by some of our great sages. The Hillel “sandwich” (Korech) that we eat during the Pesach 
Seder would be an example of this. 

Perhaps the best illustration would be the many variations in the custom of waiting 
between consuming meat and milk products. Although the original minhag was to wait 
one hour between meat dairy, the Shach and other Rishonim clearly state that “Bnei Torah” 
should wait six the hours… and concludes וכן נוהגין, this is our practise.” Still, to this day, the practice 
of waiting between meat and dairy varies considerably based on country of origin.

Acknowledging the Role of Women
There is a whole separate category of minhagim related to women that are intended to acknow-
ledge their role in historical events – such as Rosh Chodesh (New Month). The Midrash teaches 
us that each of the Rosh Chodeshim was originally intended to represent one of the twelve 
tribes of Israel, just as the three major festivals (Pesach, Sukkos and Shavuos) each represent 
one of the three Avos. However, because of the sin of the Golden Calf, the holiday was taken 
away from the men and given to women, as a reward for the women’s refusal to participate 
in the construction of the Golden Calf as well as acknowledging their contributions made 
towards the building of the Mishkan (Tabernacle) and its vessels. Another example is the 
tradition that women do not work while the Chanukah lights are burning to commemorate 
their involvement in the miracle of Chanukah since they were also in the miracle. Another 
example is the priority allotted to women when it comes to lighting the Shabbos candles 
because the Jewish home has traditionally been their domain – akeres habayis – they repre-
sent the foundation of the Jewish home. (There are other reasons brought down in the 
Mishna Berura as to why women traditionally light the Shabbos candles but those reasons 
are tangential to this discussion).

When Minhag Becomes Din
Some practices that began as customs became so well established in Jewish life that they 
are now broadly considered obligatory. One example is the wearing of a kippah or yarmulke by 
men. The practice was described in the Gemara as the pious habit of a particular rabbi 

https://www.jewfaq.org/cgi-bin/def.pl?midrash
https://www.jewfaq.org/cgi-bin/def.pl?pesach
https://www.jewfaq.org/cgi-bin/def.pl?sukkot
https://www.sefaria.org/Kiddushin.31a?lang=bi
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and codified by later rabbinic authorities as required at specific times: for the Rambam 
during davening; for the Shulhan Arukh, when walking more than four cubits. The Shulhan 
Arukh elsewhere, records the view of some Poskim that it is forbidden to recite G-d’s name 
when not wearing a head covering. From a more recent historical perspective, the wearing 
of a kippah or head covering was a deliberate and conscious reaction against the prevailing 
custom of non-Jews of that time. When they enter their houses of worship, they would 
remove their head covering as a mark of respect and solemnity. We, therefore, practice 
the opposite, that is, to avoid gilui rosh (uncovered head) at all times. Men’s heads should 
always be covered. 

Summary
Perhaps the power of minhagim can best be illustrated by the fact that where there is doubt 
as to which way to conduct a certain mitzvah or practice, we are given clear and explicit 
instructions. Here Chazal (Eruvin 14b) tell us that when in doubt: פוק חזי מה עמא דבר – איך 
 ”.see what the masses are doing with regard to a particular practice and conduct accordingly“ נוהגין

This is a powerful testament to the notion of מנהג אבותינו בידינו “ the customs and practices 
of our fathers are in our hands” and the vital role that customs have played in maintaining, 
preserving, and enriching Jewish life.

https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah,_Prayer_and_the_Priestly_Blessing.5?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah,_Prayer_and_the_Priestly_Blessing.5?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah,_Prayer_and_the_Priestly_Blessing.5?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh,_Orach_Chayim.2.6?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh,_Orach_Chayim.91.3?lang=bi&with=Sheets&lang2=en
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