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 Who gets shishi? 
 

This morning’s sixth aliya featured a frightening list of curses that will befall the Jewish 
people for disobeying God’s commands. The section is called the tochecha, rebuke. There are 
actually two tochechot – in Parshat Bechukotai as well as Parshat Ki Tavo. The Talmud records 
that the custom is to read a tochecha before Shavuot and Rosh Hashanah as timely reminders of 
our obligations as well as alert us to the reality that there are consequences for our actions.  
 
 Nobody wants to be the bearer of bad news, and a number of strange practices developed 
around the reading of the tochecha. The most famous and widespread custom is to read in a soft 
voice. While careful that the words be heard so as to fulfill the mitzvah of keriat ha-Torah, the 
reader takes it down a notch. Who wants to hear all of the bad news? Furthermore, we may invite 
the ayin ha-ra (evil eye) and make it even worse for ourselves. 
 
 Another custom relating to the tochecha has been the difficulty in finding someone to 
take the aliya. Back in the old country, the members of a certain shul were all terrified of being 
called up for the aliya of the tochecha. What to do? They called a board meeting, and decided 
that the best course to take was to hire someone for a specific fee to take that particular aliya. 
Tracking down this individual who would take the ‘dreaded’ aliya, proved to be somewhat 
harder of a chore than expected.  But, in the end, a candidate was found and engaged. 
  

On the Shabbat of the tochecha, the gabbai looked around for the contracted individual to 
call him for the aliya. But this individual was nowhere to be found in the Shul. “Perhaps he’s 
simply late,” suggested one of the members, “let’s wait a few minutes for him.” They sat for 
about a quarter of an hour, getting more and more impatient by the minute. After all, this was not 
proper. An agreement had been made. Money had been paid. Where was he? 
  

Thankfully, before things got out of hand, the contracted individual entered the shul.  
Immediately, a few members ran to him and demanded to know the reason for his tardiness. The 
individual calmly turned to the angry group, and replied, “I was davening in the shul down the 
block. Do you actually think one can make a living from only one tochecha?” 

 
The story may or may not be true, but there are a number of halakhic sources addressing 

the details in the tale. Rabbi Yaakov ben Moshe Ha-Levi Moelin was a major source for 
Ashkenazic custom. In Sefer Maharil (Hilchot Keriat HaTorah, 6), it is recorded that this type of 
scenario actually happened: 

 
ה כששוכרין אותו שאם לא ימצא שום עומד לקרא אל התוכחות שאז הוא "והיה מנהג במגנצא שהיו מתנים עם שמש ב

 . כ"דמאחר שהוא מושכר לכך אין להקפיד כ, יקרא בהן
The custom in Maintz was that when the community hired the shamash (caretaker), they 
stipulated that if no one could be found who would take the tochecha aliya, then the 
shamash himself would be called up. After all, he receives a salary so he shouldn’t be all 
that concerned with receiving that aliya. 
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 There has certainly been ambivalence about bestowing the aliya of the tochecha as an 
honor. Some feel the Rabbi should receive the aliya as any rebuke of the congregation should go 
through him. In other communities, the Torah reader gets stuck with it. Rabbi Moshe Isserlis, the 
Rema, suggests asking for volunteers and calling out, “Ya’amod mi she-yirtzeh – let anyone who 
wants the aliya come forward.” This could lead to complications. Rav Chayim ben Betzalel, the 
brother of the Maharal of Prague, relates in his Sefer Ha-chayim that this “fear” of 
the tochecha in Parashat Ki-Tavo led to some serious disruptions and lack of honor for the 
Torah. He describes that in some synagogues, the Torah would remain open, in the middle of the 
reading, for several hours, as no congregants were willing to come and recite the berachot over 
this aliya. The Chafetz Chaim (Orach Chaim 428) records that some places would take this to the 
extreme. Since nobody wanted this aliya, some shuls didn’t read the Torah at all on this parsha. 
 
 Imagine. The weekly Torah portion contains something we prefer not hear, so we simply 
omit it. If we don’t read it – or if only whisper it, then it can’t happen. This is a juvenile 
response. It’s like when a young child plays hide and seek. By covering his eyes, he assumes that 
if he can’t see you, then you can’t see him. The Chafetz Chaim provides an analogy: It is as if a 
person warns a friend not to take a certain route since there are dangerous conditions on the way. 
The friend responds that he is not concerned. “I’ll just cover my eyes so I can’t see the dangerous 
conditions. If I do get injured, it won’t be my fault since my eyes were closed.” The Chafetz 
Chaim concludes:  

 !?Is there anything more ridiculous than this  - !?האם יש שטות גדול מזה
  

Considering the horrifying content of the tochecha, it makes sense that we are not 
anxious to hear it or receive the aliya. It is not easy to be reminded that our actions have 
consequences. It is, however, the reality. As the Chafetz Chaim points out, does not hearing 
about it do us any good? If we think the situation through, we will realize that not listening to our 
shortcoming or the negative consequences of our actions is a recipe for disaster. 
 

There is another way to approach the tochecha. The tochecha is a lesson in addition 
to a warning. I have always looked at the reading of the tochecha as an opportunity. It is a 
chance to reflect upon responsibility and that our actions matter. If something is wrong or 
we want to avoid a negative outcome, then we have to do something about it. I don’t mind 
receiving the tochecha aliya. In fact, in several Chasidic courts, the tochecha passages 
were perceived as curses which concealed great blessings.  This idea is taken from the 
Zohar that all the words of warning and admonition contain the possibility of future 
blessings. We need to accept the bad in order to reach the good. 

 
The Talmud (Megillah 31b) says we read the tochecha before Rosh Hashanah –  
 

  - Let the year and its curses concludeכדי שתכלה השנה וקללותיה 
 
This is normally understood to mean we want to out the curses behind us before we begin a new 
year. But perhaps it means that in order to begin a New and better year we must be willing to 
hear the kellalot (curses) of the Torah and take them to heart. We must be willing to hear these 
truths, and accept that we have shortcomings so that we can then go ahead and work on them in 
the coming year. 
 
 I’ll end with a story that has been told by a number of people (including Rabbi 
Shlomo Riskin) of davening in the shtiebel (synagogue) of the Sanz-Klausenberg Rebbe, in 
Brooklyn, in the years after the Holocaust. The Rebbe, Rabbi Halberstam, lost his wife and 



3 
 

11 children to the Nazis, and he began to rebuild his life and his community in New York 
before moving to Netanya and establishing Laniado Hospital. It was Parshat Ki Tavo, and 
the Torah reader began reading the tochecha quietly. Suddenly, almost inaudibly, the 
Yiddish word “hecher – louder,” came from the rebbe’s direction at the eastern wall of the 
synagogue. The ba’al koreh stopped, apparently wondering if he had heard the Rebbe 
correctly, but ultimately decided that he must have heard incorrectly. So he continued 
reading quietly. 
 
 The Klausenberger Rebbe then banged on the table and shouted: “I said: Hecher! 
Louder! Let the Master of the Universe hear! We have nothing to be afraid of. We have 
already received all of the curses- and more! Let the Almighty hear, and let Him 
understand that the time has come to send the blessings!” The ba’al koreh then began to 
read the tochecha loudly and clearly. 
 
 If we are willing to hear the tochecha, to face the truth that at times must come 
across as criticism and rebuke, if we are willing to recognize and admit our mistakes- then, 
indeed, we have nothing to be afraid of. And in response may God decide that the time has 
come to bring us blessings in the New Year- individually and as a community.  


