The Hazon Ish — Aspects of his Method in Pesak

(Sources for a lecture by Benjamin Brown, Drisha Institute, February 3, 2021)

1. Opposition to the “Hetter Mekhirah” Sale of Land on the
Sabbatical Year. Hazon Ish on Shevi’it 27:7

The sale of the entire land to an Arab is null and void, and is
incomparable to the sale of hametz [to a gentile prior to Passover].
Those [fruits and vegetables] that were picked during the
Sabbatical year are exempt from tithe [i.e. possess the sanctity of
the sabbatical year] even if they were sold, [for three reasons]: A.
Because they were sold by an agent, and there is no agency for a
transgression. B. Because it was not given to them in the tabu
[=the Land Registry Office], and if the Arab would sue to uphold
the sale they would say to him ‘this is your law — without having
registered the land in the tabu one does not acquire it.” C. Because
in everyone’s heart, they know that this is not a true acquisition.
Whereas regarding the sale of hametz we say that, in order that
one not violate bal yera 'eh [the prohibition against owning hametz
in Passover] the person has sufficient intent, here [there is no
presumed intent that he wishes to sell the land] in order that the
land lose its sanctity of the Sabbatical year. To the contrary! We
all prefer to keep the Sabbatical year rather than sell the entire land
to a gentile!
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2. The Dateline. Collected Letters, section C, 167/ Responsa and
Letters, Orah Hayim, 115

Beloved brothers, eat on Wednesday and fast for Yom Kippur on
Thursday and do not worry about anything.
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3. The International Date L ine. Responsa and Letters, Orah
Hayim, 115

The notion of twelve [hours] to this direction and twelve [hours] to
the other one is not axiomatic, and is not common among the
Rishonim of blessed memory. Rather, it is only a convention
among the scholars of the outside world. [...] Therefore, there is
no room to enforce [that convention] on the language of the
Rishonim of blessed memory and to divert them to foreign
purposes in order to have it comply with the secular convention.
Anyone will see that this never dawned on them in any of these
matters, and no one ever disagreed with Rabbi Zerahiah Halevi on
the question of the start of the day. Only the non-Talmudic
seculars emitted a foreign spirit into the Jewish people on this
ISsue.
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4. Halakhic measurements (shi‘urim). ‘Monograph on
Measurements', Hazon Ish on Orah Hayim, 39

The main principle of minhag [binding custom] to which we attach
a determinative weight [in deciding that] the communal practice
ensures the truth and the proper [conduct], being assisted by the
merit of the community and the merits of their forefathers which
prevents them from failing and stumbling —is [limited to] the
practice of the community based on the ruling of halakhic
authority who is appointed over the community. For it is the
community’s obligation to follow the rabbi that they appointed
over themselves, and the communal practice achieves the
realization of the ruling. However, the practice of the [spiritually]
impoverished, who are not punctilious with their words and their
interactions and with the precise details of commandments, and
their actions are all merely by rote — does not constitute a minhag
to be taken as determinative, and such a practice neither overrides
a law and nor establishes one.
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5. The Status of a Secular Jew in Halakhah. The Law of
Moridin Nowadays. Hazon Ish, Yoreh De'ah, 2

It appears that the law of “casting in” [non-observant Jews into a
pit] prevails only at a time when God’s providence is perceivable,
such as in the time that miracles were common and the Heavenly
voice was used and the righteous of the generation were under
God’s direct divine providence visible to all. The deniers then
were particularly perverse, as their evil inclination pulled them
towards desires and lawlessness, and then the destruction of
evildoers was the a "fence" [legal precaution] for the world to
make everyone know that inciting the people to sin brought forth
suffering, plagues, war and hunger. But in the time of [divine]
concealment, where faith has been cut off from the [spiritually]
impoverished ones, the law of “casting in” [non-observant Jews
into a pit] qualifies not as mending a "fence™ against the breach
but rather as enlarging the breach, because it will appear to them
as an act of destruction and violence, God forbid. And since our
entire purpose is to rectify [the community], the law does not
apply at a time when it is not reparative, and we must [instead]
return them [to belief] by ropes of love and bring them under the
ray of light, as far as we can.
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6. Commemoration of the Shoah. Hazon Ish, Collected Letters,
1:97

Matters of Halakhah are set based on the Torah, whose
foundations are in the Written Torah and which are explicated by
the Oral Torah, and even a prophet may not enact new law, unless
a source for it is found in the Torah. Just as detracting [from the
law] is a deviation from the Torah, so as well is adding to its
commandments. Based on this principle, a person [who wants to
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mourn his murdered relatives] must ask a rabbi whether he is
obligated to commence seven days of mourning for the horrific
suffering that we underwent or not. In cases when we are
obligated, we do not need official decisions, and if we are exempt,
we are obligated to follow that exemption, for it is the Torah that
has exempted us, and obeying is [better] than sacrifice [i.e. ritual].
And the suggestion to convene and decide and make [new law]
and enact and enforce [a worldwide Shiv‘ah to commemorate the
Shoah], is an act of disrespect, God forbid, of the fundamentals of
Halakhah, and should be removed from discussion before it was
raised.

Similarly, establishing a permanent fast day is within the category
of a rabbinic commandment. What we currently have [as practiced
fast days] are from the time when there was still prophecy. How
can we, a generation that is best silent, dare think like this, to
establish laws for future generations? This suggestion implies the
denial of our sins and lowliness while we are dirtied with our
transgressions and iniquities, impoverished and empty of Torah
[learning] and naked of the observance of the commandments. Let
us not be presumptuous; rather, let us investigate our ways and
repent. This is our obligation, as it says “Is not this the fast that |

have chosen” etc.

[“Is it such a fast that | have chosen? a day for a man to afflict his soul? Is it to
bow down his head as a bulrush, and to spread sackcloth and ashes under him?
wilt thou call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the Lord? Is not this the fast
that I have chosen? to loose the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy
burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that ye break every yoke? Is it not
to deal thy bread to the hungry, and that thou bring the poor that are cast out to
thy house? when thou seest the naked, that thou cover him; and that thou hide
not thyself from thine own flesh?” (Isa. 58, 5-7)].

Respectfully,
ISH [Avraham Yesha'ayah Karelitz]
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7. On the Drafting of Women to the Army. Letter to MK
Moshe Shapira, Av 11 1948, Collected L etters, 1:112

It is known that there exist, against the prevalent [cultural] current,
modest young women under the ethos of their parents, who are a
holy seed, glaring as the sky. Their fathers are in [constant]
enjoyment from the splendor of purity of their offspring, who have
neither taste nor flavor of sin. The damage to their daughters in
forcing them [to join the army], in any possible way, would, in the
present situation, cause unparalleled heartbreak for both the
fathers and daughters, on the one hand, and truly endanger the
entire path of purity and sanctity of our precious students who
remain for us as a remnant. The feeling of my soul rules that it is
a matter of ‘yehareg ve’al ya’avor’ (die rather than transgress),
and maybe this is also true from the halakhic point of view.
Therefore |1 am turning to your honor, may he live, and to your
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precious peers, may they live, who have the capacity to invalidate
this agreement, not to touch the modest young women. [...]
Writing with broken-heartedness and awaiting salvation, always
seeking your well-being, with love, ISH [Avraham Yesha’ayah
Karelitz]
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8. Letter on Extremism. Collected Letters, 111:61; Hazon Ish, p.
210

Just as simplicity and greatness are synonyms [lit. distinct terms],
So are extremism and greatness synonyms. Extremism is the
perfection of the person. One who advocates middle-way and
rejects extremism, his place is with the forgers, with those lacking
understanding. If there is no extremism, there is no perfection, and
if there is no perfection, there is no start. [...]

Middle-way that has the right to exist is the trait of the mediocre
who love extremism and keenly aspire towards attaining it, and
educate their children to aspire [towards reaching] the heights of
extremism. But how miserable is a middle-way that noisily
expresses contempt towards extremism!

Our education is obliged to inculcate extremism! Our educational
weapon is to instill contempt and aversion to those who scorn
extremism. Indeed, the young, with their burning spirit, inevitably
castigate particular individuals among the scorners, and do it with
some exaggeration, but cultivating love for the Torah among our
youth, which requires spiritual engagement and Heavenly delights,
does not allow for roadblocks on the path of life which leads
people to sit with crowns [on their heads] and enjoy the splendor
[of the divine presence]. Those who established educational
institutions of the middle-way [ideology] did not succeed because
of the forgery inherent to this ideology, and the fact that a wise
heart keeps away from forgery. Their education justifies the
student to turn his back on the rules that are imposed upon him
against his will, and to the beliefs that burden him against the
current of life, while he was deprived of the secret [weapon] of
extremism, his parents and teachers being scornful of it.
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