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Renew Us, As of  Old: Shekalim 5776 

I want you to try imagining being in the following situation (but keep your eyes open - no falling asleep). 

Imagine you are traveling out of  state and before returning home you go to catch an early dinner at a kosher 
pizza restaurant (the only thing Lakeview is missing). Before you place your order, the mashgiach, the kashrut 
supervisor, came from the kitchen and approaches your table. “Do you know that it is forbidden to eat dairy 
foods after eating meat foods?”  

You explain that you do know.  “Have you waited six hours since having meat?” he asks. You tell him that 
your family practice was to wait only 3 hours.  

“That’s not good enough here,” he responds.  “Here, we wait six hours.” “But,” if  this were me, I would 
explain, “in my family we can trace the custom of  waiting only three hours back three or more generations.”  

“Well…,” the mashgiach replied, “I’ll have to contact my rabbinic supervisor to see if  we can allow that here. It 
would help if  you gave me the name and phone number of  your rabbi so I can speak to him directly.” 

You’re able to get through that hurdle and the waiter takes your order. But, when the pizza is brought to your 
table, the mashgiach again came out of  the kitchen and approaches you. “Do you realize,” he asks, “that it is a 
serious violation of  Jewish law to eat anything without saying a blessing?” “I do know that,” you respond.  “I 
say berakhot before and after I eat or drink.” “That’s good,” the mashgiach said. “The correct berakhah for pizza 
is ha-motzi,. You can wash at the sink in the corner. I’ll wait here and wait until you do that.  

“But I was taught by my rabbis and teachers that one can say a mezonot berakhah when I only eat one slice of  
pizza and that’s all I’m having now.” “Oh no,” he said, “we don’t allow that here.” 

By now, I hope you realize that this story could not happen and it seems preposterous to even imagine a 
scenario this absurd. But, a scenario just like this one, occurs every night and every week in every corner of  
the country in countless mikva’ot where women are cross examined before given access the mikvah. In many 
mikva’ot the halakhic standards of  the mikvah itself, as determined by its own rabbis and enforced by the 
mikva attendants, determine whether women will be able to use the mikvah. An individual woman may have a 
divergent family tradition, or may have received special guidance from her own rabbi - comparable to 
someone who waits three hours between meat and dairy - but no matter how much religious integrity that 
woman has, no matter how carefully she sought responsible halakhic guidance, her access is determined by 
the standards imposed by the mikvah attendants and the blanket policy of  that mikvah. 

Our mikvah at Anshe Sholom, which is celebrating its tenth anniversary this year is different. Our mikvah 
attendants, a dedicated and committed group of  trained volunteers, are on hand to assist women in their use 
of  the mikvah. But our mikvah, and its attendants are not gate-keepers. We trust the women who use our 
mikvah to seek the education and guidance they need to do their mitzvah. If  they decide they are ready to use 
the mikvah, after a process that they believe has integrity, it is not the job of  the mikvah to second-guess that 
process. 

This makes our mikvah very rare and very special. 

Women come from other neighborhoods as patrons and as attendants because they understand and 
appreciate just how special our mikvah is. 
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The mikvah is not only used in traditional ways. It’s used in some newer and creative ways. Some of  those 
ways seem compelling to me, and others may not be my cup of  tea,  but I am proud - so very proud - that 
our mikvah gives women the freedom to figure things out for themselves. 

This philosophy that I’ve just described sounds very innovative, sounds very liberal, and sounds very new. But 
in fact, it is quite old. 

Thirty years ago Rabbi Nahum Rabinovitch, a noted scholar, author, and posek, wrote a teshuvah, a letter of  
halakhic guidance to the Jewish community in his native Toronto.  A new mikvah had opened which was 
available to the entire community. Conservative, Orthodox, and Reform Jews had access to this mikvah for 
personal use as well as for conversions. This status quo was endorsed and supported by the leading Orthodox 
rabbis in Canada, including Rav Geldyah Felder z’l and Rav Hirschsprung z’l. 

By 1986, however, in the shadow of  the declining health of  the prior generation of  rabbinic authorities, new 
voices emerged in the community claiming that allowing non-Orthodox conversions or other non-halakhic 
practices in the community mikvah was a violation of  “lifnei iver” - the Torah’s prohibition against enabling 
others to sin. 

Rav Rabinovitch dismissed that claim. There could be no violation of  lifnei iver since there was no enabling 
and no sin! What is the prohibition implicated in a non-halakhic mikvah use? Why change the established 
custom in Toronto? Why invent prohibitions that the community’s longstanding rabbinic leadership did not 
see? 

But Rav Rabinovitch also made an argument that was based on an even older premise. 

Today is Shabbat Shekalim, the Shabbat that commemorates the half-shekel donation that every Jew 
contributed each year for the beit hamikdash.  The half-shekel was counted in the month of  Adar, so that the 
Temple’s fiscal year, which began with Nissan, the month of  Pesach, could get underway with a fresh infusion 
of  funds. The Mishnah, at the beginning of  Tractate Shekalim discusses the month of  Adar and all of  the 
various preparations that the batei din, the rabbinic establishment, would undertake to prepare for Pesach and 
the thousands of  pilgrims who would ascend to Yerushalayim. 

 באחד באדר משמיעין על השקלים… בחמשה עשר בו קורין את המגילה בכרכין, ומתקנין את הדרכים
 .,ואת הרחובות ואת מקואות המים, ועושין כל צרכי הרבים

On the first of  the month of  Adar a proclamation is made about the [giving of  the] shekalim…On the 15th 
of  the month the Book of  Esther is read in cities. Additionally, they repair the roads between cities, the roads 
within cities, the mikvaot , and take care of  all public needs.” 

Note well:  The mikva’ot in ancient Jerusalem were built, administered, maintained, and repaired by the batei 
din, the rabbinic courts comprised of  the early hakhamim, the Sages of  our tradition. Some of  those mikva’ot 
can still be seen. Mikva’ot from the Second Temple period can be found all over Israel. And, indeed, they are 
kosher, built to specifications that still operate today. 

The Mishnah refers to these mikva’ot as “tzarchei rabim” a public need. And, indeed, these mikva’ot operated as 
public goods, and were open to all - Jew or gentile, for halakhic purposes, and for non-halakhic purposes. We 
know this because rabbinic literature is filled with accounts of  non-conventional or non-halakhic mikvah use, 
gentiles who observed Hilkhot Nidah, conversions that took place without any court supervision - (the 
Mishnah discusses a convert to Judaism who, years after his conversion, first discovers that Shabbat exists as 
an idea in the Torah). 

Rav Rabinovitch sees this as a clear precedent for Orthodox communal support for mikva’ot that were open to 
everyone. The Tosefta, as well, discusses, in a completely off-handed way, mikva’ot that were primarily used by 
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gentiles. Nobody was barred from the mikva’ot in the time of  Beit Hamikdash and nobody needs to be 
excluded from mikva’ot today. 

This Shabbat Shekalim, when the spring holiday season begins in earnest (yikes!) - there are three takeaways 
from this halakhic letter by Rav Rabinovitch and his advocacy for an open-door mikvah policy. 

In an essay written ten years ago, Rav Aharon Lichtenstein z’l discussed two different forms of  tolerance 
which, for the sake of  simplicity, I will call “big tent” tolerance and “open tent” tolerance. A big tent includes 
more under its canopy and signifies a greater range of  practices and beliefs and perspectives that one might 
support or endorse. An open tent may be quite small - only a small number of  perspectives are within the 
tent, but the walls of  the tent are open to those outside and it’s possible to smile and converse with those 
outside the tent. Each of  us may be tolerant or intolerant in both of  these ways in different mixes and 
combinations for any issue or set of  issues. Personally, I have a big tent perspective about some issues, an 
open tent perspective about others, and intolerant rejection of  others. 

Rav Rabinowitz reminds us of  the power of  an open tent that isn’t necessarily large. Rav Rabinowitz did not 
approve or endorse every person who wanted to use the Toronto mikvah, but why turn them away? It’s very 
important, as a matter of  Jewish law, to wait between eating meat and dairy. And there are details of  Hilkhot 
Nidah that are even more important. But it isn’t the job of  a kashrut inspector to enforce or educate patrons 
about the importance of  waiting between dairy and meat, and, if  there is room for women to become more 
conscientious and educated about their mikvah use, it isn’t the job of  the mikvah attendant to make sure that 
happens in the mikvah.   

We can have an open tent, without compromising on elements of  our lifestyle or values that we are 
committed to. 

Second. 
Progressive and open approaches to Judaism are not necessarily new and innovative. Sometimes a progressive 
and tolerant attitude is quite old.  Sometimes the most bold path forward for halakhah and Jewish life is a 
restoration of  an old paradigm that has been forgotten. Hadesh Yameinu K’kedem. Renew our days, as of  
old. At the end of  the Book of  Lamentations, we cry out for renewal, Hadesh Yemeinu, renew our days. 
“Give us something new,” we pray. K’kedem - as of  old. We can move forward, by looking to the treasures of  
the past. 

Finally, as the Adam Strauss Memorial Mikvah begins its second decade of  operation, we can all take pride in 
this special communal resource, this jewel in the crown of  Jewish life in Chicago, and this exemplar of  what 
this congregation is about. We are an unmistakably Orthodox congregation where every detail of  
congregational life, worship and liturgy, is proudly halakhic. And our doors are open to each and every person 
who wishes to use our congregation as a resource for Jewish living.  


