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This paper was approved — Note the 
large majority voting I favor of 
adopting this teshuvah. Perhaps this 
is due to the perceived need of a 
pesak halakhah, to the carefully 
permissive conclusion, and the 
quality of the argument, support, and 
scholarship.  
 
May one pray — Is the first sh’elah a 
halakhic question? Perhaps we can 
add, “… and fulfill one’s obligation 
over the Internet?”  
If it is not now — Note that the last 
sh’elah is very, very open-ended.  
 
Other שאלות come to mind, outside 
the purview of this teshuvah: Can one 
constitute a beit din virtually for 
conversion, gittin, dinei mamonot, 
etc? Take testimony over the 
internet?  
 

A Brief Background of the Teshuvah 

Although we are sometimes surprised at the speed of technological change, the electronically-connected world today did not emerge suddenly. 
Even before this teshuvah was submitted in 2001, the CJLS responded (in 1982, 1984, and 1989) debated various teshuvot addressed to the wider 
question of, May one photograph on, or record or broadcast services, on Shabbat? The present question can be seen as a simple technological 
extension of some of these issues.  

Why have questions of this nature cropped up regularly, and why do they demand so much rabbinic attention? For the answer, we only need to look 
at the devices we keep at the read in our pockets and on our desks!  

http://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/jewish-law/committee-jewish-law-and-standards/orah-hayyim
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may only be eaten “in one house” 
(Ex. 12:46) —  

בַיִת אֶחָד יֵאָכֵל   בְּ
 הַבָשָר חוּצָה -הַבַיִת מִן-תוֹצִיא מִן-לֹא

רוּ בְּ עֶצֶם לֹא תִשְּ  .בוֹ -וְּ
 
 
are led to conclude, tentatively — 
the use of the word “tentatively” 
hints that this ḥumra may not be the 
last word. Keep this in mind: What 
seems to motivate Reisner l’kula? 
 
A. Mishnah Rosh Hashanah — For 
the Mishnah, the difference is 
“presence” versus “hearing the 
sound” — which is paramount? 
Experience is a broad sense, or literal 
experience of the sense of hearing? 
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This issue was considered — Again, 
the underlying issue behind these 
Tosefot is whether prayer – tefillah 
b’tzibbur — is defined by sensory 
experience (hearing the words 
spoken), or by shared space 
(community)? And the real issue for 
us, as Reisner expressed in on the 
previous page. if the latter, “may we 
extend [the notion of presence] into 
hyper-space?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
B. About zimmun — “Sight” defines 
community here.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Still — N.B., hearing is assumed.  

A Summary of Reisner’s Reading of Tosefot 
 
1. Reported in the name of Rabbenu Yitzḥak: Rav and R' Yehoshua b. Levi agree that minyan is physical (shared space), but one can fulfill a personal 
obligation simply by hearing, since “God recognizes no partitions.”   

2. The practical difference between them, however, concerns fulfilling an obligation that requires a minyan:  

  * For Rav, shared space is required for, and its absence precludes, fulfillment a mitzvah.  

  * For RYBL, once there's a minyan constituted, hearing is sufficient (even without proximity).  

Reisner notes that RYBL is the halakhah l’ma’aseh, but reiterates that this only permits participating remotely in an already constituted minyan.  
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I am not convinced — Reisner shows  
his hand in this sentence. Does he 
want to be convinced, or is his 
teshuvah an exercise in after-the-fact 
justification of a presupposition? And 
is this a good thing (Don’t we all have 
deeply-held values that we justify 
intellectually only when called upon 
to do so?), or a bad thing (some claim 
that halakhah should be more 
objective than this, almost like a 
science)?   
 
I had several other speculations — 
The issues raised in this paragraph 
may be tangential, but some of these 
points have been (at least tentatively) 
worked-out in the many years since 
this teshuvah was written. 

An Educational Point 
 
Educators use the term “Essential Questions” when describing big, overarching, basic questions – equally important for children and adults to 
consider. Essential Questions generally do not have a single, simple answer, and ask that we think about the query carefully and at length.  

When Reisner asks “What constitutes that togetherness?”, he is really asking an Essential Question: What constitutes community? Is it physical 
togetherness? Sight? Hearing each others’ voices? Something intangible, difficult to nail down? Moving away from technology, in asking ourselves 
this question, we must also ask about those who are prevented, through no fault of their own, from making these empirical connections: the deaf, 
the blind, the physically disabled. The way we presently count a minyan might give us insight to answer this question, and, as we shall see, helps 
answer the halakhic question before us.  
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intuition leads me — Halakhic 
decision-making is not an objective, 
empirical process. The posek is always 
present in the pesak.  
 
but only to allow them — Again, we 
need to read this teshuvah as a 
reasonable and realistic solution in 
2001.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

he may answer – and fulfill an 
obligation thereby.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

busy attorneys — Even today, with 
advances in technology, the easier 
path of Skyping in is hardly as 
powerful as being present physically 
(although, as technology marches on  
— Virtual Reality is here, and who 
knows what will be next? — we will 
have to keep an open mind about this 
point). 
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it is hard to imagine — In 2001, who 
could have imagined how our young 
would live more and more of their 
lives virtually?  
 
threaten the drawing power — This 
teshuvah concerns taking advantage 
of an already-constituted minyan. But 
who will make the minyan, especially 
if more and more opt-in virtually? 
Finally, contributing one’s own self — 
helping to “make the minyan” — is a 
part of the experience of tefillah 
b’tzibbur.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
what solace — Reciting kaddish is as 
much a pastoral issue as it is a 
halakhic one  
 
 
obligation — now explicitly stated.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
that comfort finds  – As above. 
Pastoral, extra-legal issues, are a part 
of the halakhic process — a fact that 
the Conservative Movement has 
always articulated.  
 
I am here for them — Gently 
touching on the selfishness of the 
distance-davvener who acts out of 
less than necessity.  
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It is sufficient – Reisner asserts, in 
contrast to the popular view, that the 
obligation for kaddish is not 
necessarily three times a day. Rather, 
the obligation for tefillah is three 
times a day, and this provides an 
opportunity for the mourner to say 
kaddish. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusions — This teshuvah results 
in some interesting kulot and ḥumrot.   

1. Denying the validity of a virtual 
minyan is a ḥumra.  

2. Permitting one to fulfill an 
obligation virtually (even hearing 
the shofar) is a kula.  

3. Insisting on a real-time audio 
connection limits the permission, 
and is a ḥumra.  
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4. This “hierarchy of preference” 
falls out of the neat ḥumra/kula 
dichotomy. 

5. Permitting distance recitation of 
kaddish is a kula. Insisting on a 
member of the minyan reciting it 
as well is a ḥumra (the virtual 
recitation doesn’t suffice).  

6. Virtual participation in time-
bound prayers opens up the 
possibility of time-problems. 
Pointing these out and insisting 
on maintaining the traditional 
time-frames may be a ḥumra, or 
simply a common-sense way of 
dealing with new realities.  
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Some related pages and sites (all accessed January 31, 2016) 
 
1. A blog entry and an article from the New York Jewish Week by an R.A. colleague on this issue who cites our teshuvah. 

2. Saying kaddish over Skype, as told by the rabbi of a mourner.  

3. From the CCAR Responsa Committee (very close in pesak and tone to Reisner). 

4. Two other opinions on our issue, one Orthodox, one Reform.  

5. The OU “rules” on the issue (more didactic than halakhic).  

6. We may cringe at online “rabbinic ordinations,” here Zeek (backed by the venerable Jewish Daily Forward) gives them a soapbox.  

http://blog.rabbijason.com/2011/11/join-minyan-with-skype.html
http://www.thejewishweek.com/blogs/jewish_techs/virtual_minyan_revisited
http://tbshamden.com/2015migrate/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1952:internet-minyan&catid=97&Itemid=61
https://ccarnet.org/responsa/Minyan-via-internet
http://www.thejc.com/judaism/rabbi-i-have-a-problem/138565/can-i-use-skype-form-a-virtual-minyan
https://www.ou.org/torah/machshava/tzarich-iyun/tzarich_iyun_davening_with_a_minyan
http://oneshul.org/
http://zeek.forward.com/articles/117182

