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Looking at Tzitzit - Siman 24
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Kissing the
tzitzit

The Arizal’s
formula

11) The Arizal gave the following instructions: When a person reaches the
words 7IRT MBID ¥2IRR 79I 09Y 1972, he should gather all four corners of the

10) Some people have a custom to kiss the tzitzit when they gaze at them to
display their love for the mitzvah.?** There is likewise a custom to kiss the
tzitzit each time one recites the word ¢zitzit in the Shema.

295

tallit together and hold the tzitzit tassels in his left hand, between the pinkie
and the ring finger, on his heart. He should hold the tzitzit in this position until he
completes the Shema and reaches the words Ty 0¥7031 D3RI 0°1*R) 01 1270, (llustration

Ne 100a)

The final ruling

The Shulhan Arukh states (24:4): ““It is commendable to
grasp the tzitzit in one’s left hand and to hold them on one’s
heart while reciting the Shema. Some people have the
custom of gazing at the tzitzit when they reach the words
nix onRM. This is a beautiful custom.”

Why is the practice of grasping the tzitzit defined as
“commendable” while the practice of gazing at the tzitzit is
simply a beautiful custom? As explained above (Hagahot
Maimoniyot citing Midrash Shohar Tov), our Sages men-
tioned the practice of grasping the tzitzit. There is no such
Talmudic source for gazing at the tzitzit, and in fact Rav
Natrunai Ga’on and Rav Moshe Ga’on opposed it.
Although the practice is justified and appears to be
commendable, it must be counted only as an acceptable
custom.

293. The Hesed La’alafim (24:2, cited in the Kaf Hahayim

Sofer 24:15) instructed us to have in mind to fulfill the
mitzvah of gazing at the tzitzit. This is in deference to the
Sefer Mitzvot Katan. According to other Rishonim there is
no distinct mitzvah to gaze at the tzitzit, as explained in
the previous footnote. Nevertheless, no harm is done by fol-
lowing these instructions.

294. Kissing the tzitzit

Maran did not mention the practice of kissing the tzitzit,
not in the Bet Yosef nor in the Shulhan Arukh. Nevertheless,
the Rama wrote (Darkhe Moshe): 1 have witnessed people
who have the custom of kissing the tzitzit and placing them

on their eyes when they recite the words 1nix on°x to display
their love for the mitzvah.” The Arizal likewise recom-
mended kissing the tzitzit, as explained in the following
halakha.

In connection with this, the Mishna Berura (477:5) cited
the Shene Luhot Haberit testifying, “T have witnessed people
who kiss their matzo and maror (before eating them at the
Seder). They also kiss the sukkah whenever they enter or
exit it, and they kiss the /ulav, all to display their love for the
mitzvot. Fortunate is he who feels joy in worshipping God.”
See also the Kaf Hahayim Sofer (24:19).

295. A number of Aharonim (Hesed La’alafim 24:2, Kaf

Hahayim Sofer 24:18, Yafe Lalev Vol. 1 24:12,
Kitzur Shulhan Arukh Ganzfried 17:7) mentioned the cus-
tom of kissing the tzitzit each time one mentions this
word in the Shema. The Damesek Eliezer Papo (ma’arekhet
tzaddik #5) complained about this custom, however, since
the word tzitzit always appears in the middle of a phrase
and it is incorrect to corrupt the reading of the verse by in-
terrupting it with a kiss. He ignored the fact that great
Poskim had endorsed this practice. The responsa Hare
Yehuda (Vol. 1, page 119) refuted the Damesek Eliezer’s
complaints, explaining that taking a moment to kiss the tzi-
tzit is not considered an interruption at all. Furthermore,
even if it would constitute an interruption, there is no source
in the Talmud or Poskim that it is forbidden to interrupt
one’s reading of a verse and continue it after some time of
silence. See more on this topic in responsa Hemdat
Avraham Dayan (Vol. II1, #5).
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Upon reaching the passage of tzitzit, he should grasp the tzitzit tassels with his right
hand as well, holding the knotted sections in the left hand and the loose strands in the
right hand. (lllustration Ne100c) He should gaze at the tzitzit repeatedly as he recites the

passage of tzitzit.

When reciting the words W on°kM, he should glance at the tzitzit in his hands two
times. After each glance he should lift the tzitzit and pass them across his eyes and then
kiss them [the tzitzit]. (Illustration Ne 100d) Likewise, upon reciting the words 02°3°y *X) he
should pass the tzitzit across his eyes and kiss them.

As mentioned above, he should continue to hold onto the tzitzit tassels until he reaches
the words Ty 0*7M3) 0°3K3 0”R1 071 T7271. As he recites the word 7y, he should kiss the
tzitzit, pass them across his eyes for a final time and let them fall to their original

positions. He should not hold onto the tzitzit any further.

296. Most of these instructions are found in the Sha'ar

Hakavanot, cited in the Ben Ish Hai (parashat
Shemot halakhot 5 and 8; parashat Va'era halakha 21).
The Ben Ish Hai omitted the detail about holding the tzitzit
in the right hand, although this is mentioned explicitly in the
Sha’ar Hakavanot and cited in the Kaf Hahayim Sofer
(24:8). Nevertheless, it is mentioned in Od Yosef Hai (para-
shat Va'era halakha 2 and in Tikkun Tefilla (page 6).

The Arizal did not specify in which fingers one should
hold the tzitzit, but the Magen Avraham (24:1) stated to
hold them between the ring finger and pinkie. In fact, Harav
HIDA (Sheyare Berakha 24:1) asserts that these are the
Arizal’s instructions, and he testified that this is the
common custom. The Kaf Hahayim Sofer (24:9) complained

296

that this is not found anywhere in the Arizal’s writings, nor
is it found in the works of Harav Shalom Mizrahi Sharabi.
Their original source is the Arizal’s disciples, however, and
it is recommended to observe all these details. The Leket
Katzir (page 76) testified that he witnessed Harav HIDA
holding his tzitzit between his ring finger and pinkie.

The Arizal and Ben Ish Hai both state that when one
reaches the words 2y X2m1 7 one should lift the sides of
the tallit onto one’s shoulders. This is difficult to understand
according to our custom, which is to keep the tallit up on
the shoulders at all times, as mentioned above in Siman
8:16. The Od Yosef Hai (parashat Shemot halakha 9)
mentioned that this is not a universal custom.
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The Shulhan
Arukh’s
formula

12) According to the Shulhan Arukh, one should gaze at the tzitzit when putting
on the tallit. When reciting the words 1 20°X1 in the Shema, one should gaze

at the two front tzitzit tassels, since they have a total of ten knots, alluding to
God’s Name. The two tassels consist of sixteen strands. Added to the ten knots, this
comes to a total of twenty-six, equaling the numerical value of God’s Name. While
reciting these words, one should grasp the two front tzitzit tassels.
As explained in the previous halakha, the Arizal taught that we should hold all four
tzitzit tassels and to gaze at all four. Maran the Rishon Letziyon usually held the two
front tassels only, in deference to the Shulhan Arukh.*®” (llustration Ne 100b)

297. The Shulhan Arukh followed the teaching of Rabbenu

Menahem Rikanati (parashat Shelah). In the Bet
Yosef, Maran added that each tassel consists of five knots
and eight strands, for a total of thirteen, the numerical value
of the letters of the word ehad. By holding two tassels to-
gether to gaze at them, we get a total of twenty six, the nu-
merical value of the letters of God’s Name. The instructions
in the Shulhan Arukh (61:25) are that one should handle the
two front tassels when reciting the words X on*x. Harav
Eliyahu of Vilna observed this practice as well.

As explained in halakha 11, the Arizal’s instructions are
to hold all four tzitzit tassels and to gaze at them, counter to
the instructions in the Shulhan Arukh. The Kaf Hahayim
Sofer (24:20) recommended that we follow the instructions
of the Arizal. Actually, the Shevile David and Shulhan Esh
both interpreted Maran’s instructions to match those of the
Arizal. See the footnotes on the HaKeter edition of Shulhan
Esh (Siman 24, footnote 37; Siman 8, footnote 5).

The authors of Yalkut Yosef (page 283) and Halakha
Berura (page 423) testified that their father, Maran the

Rishon Letziyon, usually followed the instructions of the
Shulhan Arukh and not those of the Arizal. The Yalkut
Yosef explained that his father pointed out that Harav
Eliyahu of Vilna, who was fluent in all the teachings of the
Atrizal, nevertheless observed the instructions of the Shulhan
Arukh in practice.

Harav Shalom Messas, in his approbation to the Ish
Matzli’'ah edition of Mishna Berura (#4) admitted that he
likewise held only the two front tzitzit tassels. He argued
that this is the preferable practice for two reasons. One is
that in this way we allude to God’s Name, as explained in
the Shulhan Arukh. Furthermore, it is important to keep two
tzitzit tassels behind and two in front so that the person is
surrounded by mitzvot, as explained above in Siman 8:16
and 8:20. Rav Messas complained that people have a foolish
desire to emulate the Kabbalists, whereas the Arizal himself
remarked that his teachings should be observed by ex-
tremely devout people only.

These arguments may or may not be valid. There is a
basis to follow either school.




