
One of my earliest and most precious memories of my zayde a”h, is of going 
under his tallis during duchening or Birchas Kohanim. For those of us who 
are Ashkenazim that have grown up outside of Eretz Yisroel, duchening has 
become a Yom Tov activity, not a daily activity as it is for Sephardim and for all 
Jews living in Eretz Yisroel. The question is, why do Ashkenazim living in the 
diaspora not have the privilege to fulfill the mitzvah of becoming blessed by 
the Kohanim every day, as so many other Jews around the world do?
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In our countries [ie. Ashkenazim], we only say Birchas Kohanim on Yom 
Tov, as then we are filled with happiness and joy. This is not the case on 
the rest of the days of the year as people are worried about their jobs and 
livelihoods. Even on Yom Tov, we only say it by mussaf, as that is when 
people are leaving the shul to go home. 

Questions to consider:
1. Do we really think that people cannot control their emotions and be 

happy on any day except Yom Tov? Do we assume most people are 
constantly in a state of financial despair?

 

2. Do Sephardim or people living in Eretz Yisroel not have financial
 worries? Why do they still say Birchas Kohanim?

3. Why are financial worries enough to exempt a person from a positive
 mitzvah from the Torah of doing Birchas Kohanim?

The Maharil o!ers a di!erent approach as to why we do not say Birchas 
Kohanim outside of Eretz Yisroel.
 

-( *"$& /,0!'1 2+$.1" /+,0
:.-* 5%) +150 '#" 6(# '/# '!8#$ ,&(' .0% &'/0 2'+$(1 2'+3 +5(

$'( &'$(% &4( .(%,. (5. 5$>3 '#)!# !(1(8 $'$... .(%,. '150 '4513 &($# 6(53 9?
(.%,' &+( ,2'$''%!# !:># ('5 (81#' &+( 2'/(,$( 2'.'', $'( (=1(+. )%3 (5. 8)'+3

2'$''%!# 0-4 ('5
 

21'*" 2#> +5 ,!%$% 6'/+( 2'/'=(# 2'+3 '0'5 '0 50+.# .(,'% &($# !:> 5+)1 3(8 9@
...0 2'/'=(# 2'+ !%$% !(.5>% &'3%01 5%)5 $' &'#8/ '0 <+ 6*.8 <'=(5. 451# 2'+3

 

20( .5'5 2,> .(,'%3 4-8+ ,<'=(5. +.$ (451 )(%': ")(,( 5)(! .(,'% &($# +#$( 9A
+05 ,635 .8 2'/'=(# 2'+ '05 6'/+ <'=(5. '30 !(0()+ !('$)/ $' "=/3 38(#5 .("%

RABBI 
SHIMON 
SCHENKER
  

ASSOCIATE
PRINCIPAL

WHY CAN’T WE DUCHEN TOO? WHY ASHKENAZIM IN 
THE DIASPORA DO NOT SAY BIRKAS KOHANIM DAILY

5655

Rabbi Shimon Schenker 
serves as Associate 
Principal, and he has 
been teaching in YUHSB 
since 2001. Rabbi 
Schenker has a B.S. 
in Management 
Information Systems from 
the Sy Syms School of 
Business of YU, an M.S.
 in Jewish Education from 
the Azrieli Graduate School 
of Education of YU, a 
Masters in Special 
Education from Herbert 
Lehman College CUNY and 
Rabbinic Ordination from 
RIETS of YU. He is also 
trained in the 
Orton-Gillingam Reading 
Remediation by the 
Institute for Multi-Sensory 
Education. Rabbi 
Schenker was the 
recipient of the 
Grinspoon-Steinhardt 
Award for Excellence in 
Jewish Education in 2013. 
He lives in Passaic, New 
Jersey with his wife and 
family.

TIME TO LEARN: 40 MINUTES



5655

.!:> !(5$ '.% )$/'+ '+ !()'5#% ()#+' &+ 6'/+ &'/0 !(+'$1 6#(. $' '#1
 

The reasons why we don't say Birchas Kohanim nowadays is because:
1. People are accustomed to going to the mikvah before they do Birchas Kohanim, and

 sometimes it is di"cult to go to the mikvah in the morning during the week because they 
are cold or embarrassed.

 

2. People need to go to work, and we can not extend weekday Shacharis, since people do not
     come late to work.

3. It is Bitul Torah, wasting time from Torah.
 

However, the Beis Yosef argues strongly with the Maharil’s arguments:
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It is hard to maintain the minhag not to say Birchas Kohanim based on the reason stated 
above; that we shouldn't say Birchas Kohanim because we are embarrassed to go to the 
mikvah. This  should not hold us back from doing a mitzvah every day, as the need to go to the 
mikvah is not found in the Gemara at all, but is rather only a chumrah. How can we allow a 
chumrah of  going to the mikvah,  lead us to completely stop the requirement of Birchas 
Kohanim?

In addition, there are several other questions to consider on the reasons posed by the Maharil:
1. How can we say that the concept of bitul Torah applies when there is an obligation to do 

another mitzvah?.#
 

2. Why shouldn't the reason of making Shacharis too long not apply in Eretz Yisroel? Do they 
not have jobs?
 

In truth, despite the reasons given by the Rama and the Maharil, the Aruch Hashulchan seems to 
imply that we really should say Birchas Kohanim in chutz la’aretz, but are for some reason 
forbidden to do so:
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It is not a correct minhag to nullify a positive mitzvah of Birchas Kohanim. However, what can 
we do? It is as if a bas kol (heavenly voice) has come down from Heaven to tell us not to say 
Birchas Kohanim every day. There were two great gedolim who tried to institute the practice 
of saying Birchas Kohanim every day, and Hashem didn't allow them.  

The stories of these two gedolim are brought down by the Netziv: 

# This is part of a much larger discussion of “osek bmitzvah patur min hamitzvah”; the reader is directed to the Gemara Sukkah 25a 
for further investigation.
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The Vilna Gaon once tried to establish Birchas Kohanim in his beis medrash, but he was held 
back by heaven; he was arrested that day, and it never took place.  His student, Rav Chaim of 
Volozhin, also  tried to establish Birchas Kohanim, but that same night, half of Volozhin 
burned down, including the shul. We don't understand why this happened. 

We see that even though based on pure logic we should be saying Birchas Kohanim every day, 
Hashem, for reasons beyond our comprehension, does not want us to be able to perform this 
mitzvah. The question is, even if supernatural circumstances would point to us being forbidden 
from doing Birchas Kohanim, isnt there still a chiyuv min hatorah to do so?$
 

ANSWER #1 - Perhaps if we don’t call the kohein up to duchen, there is not an absolute obligation 
to perform Birchas Kohanim. Let’s look at the sources:
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Speak to Aaron and his sons: Thus shall you bless the people of Israel. Say to them
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The chazzan must be a Yisroel. Rav Nachman says that if there is one kohen in the minyan, 
then the chazzan calls up the kohen by saying “kohen” (singular). If there are two or more, 
then he says  (plural). Rav Chisda says that he should always say kohanim, as he is calling up 
the entire shevet (tribe), not just the kohanim that are there. 

This Gemara shows us that there is some need to call up the kohanim in order to do Birchas 
Kohanim. If we don’t call them up, maybe the chiyuv goes away?
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The Mishna Berurah writes that the only exemption for a kohen not going up if called up is if 
he is ill. If not for that, he can not push o! this positive mitzvah. However, he points out that the 
nature of this mitzvah is more like putting tzitzis strings on a garment; the obligation  only  
exists if one is wearing clothing that has four corners. However, if one does not wear a four 
cornered garment, there is no obligation to wear tzitzis. (This is known as a mitzvah kiyumis, 
as opposed to a mitzvah chiyuvis like tefillin which is absolutely obligatory). So too by Birchas 
Kohanim, there is no mitzvah to say Birchas Kohanim until after the kohen is called up to 
duchen.

$ The question of why Hashem would want us to stop doing a mItzvah is beyond the scope of this shiur; on should speak to a Rebbi 
about this topic.



With this answer, we are able to understand why we don't say Birchas Kohanim on a daily basis; 
since the chiyuv does not come into e!ect until we call the kohen up, we do not initiate this chiyuv, 
either because of the reasons given by the Rama or the Maharil.
 

ANSWER #2 - The obligation to do Birchas Kohanim nowadays is not a chiyuv dioraisa 
(requirement from the Torah itself). 
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It is taught in a braisa: “So you shall bless Bnei Yisroel''; this refers to the blessing of Birchas 
Kohanim, which should be recited with Hashem's special name. Do we say that Birchas 
Kohanim must be recited with the special name, or perhaps it is recited with only the 
substitute name, Ad-nai? The possuk states: “So shall they put My name” (Bamidbar 6:27), 
which means My name that is unique to Me. One might have thought that even in chutz 
la’aretz, this special name of Hashem is used. It is stated here, with regard to Birchas 
Kohanim: “So shall they put My name,” and it is stated there, with regard to the place one 
must sacrifice o!erings “the place that Hashem your God has chosen out of all your tribes to 
put His name there” (Devarim 12:5). The verbal analogy teaches that just as there, the 
expression “to put His name there” is referring to the Beis Hamikdash, so too here, the 
mitzvah of Birchas Kohanim “applies in the Beis Hamikdash and not anywhere else.”

This Gemara shows us that the mitzvah of Birchas Kohanim, at least from the Torah itself, only 
applies in  the Beis Hamikdash. 
 

:- !,"% '2 #! 1:,& /(&" /"- /90
.0 %'!0( 5-3E 6=(!% !:> 8#$# 20( ,51'3#% 21%)3# >) +(5 '.(+(... 4-8: ,+(5 =)(=# 5* +)># +.+ 6#4%

.21%)3# +(53 .-=3 >) ,51'3#% 51$#% $)(/# +.5( ,53(%8 !8$% >) 2'0)%#3 60$ D&'#'5 
 

Birchas Kohanim today outside of the Beis Hamikdash is only dirabanan (rabbinical), 
because that mitzvah only applies on a Torah level inside the Beis Hamikdash.

Based on these sources, it emerges that there really is no dioraisa obligation of Birchas Kohanim 
nowadays. We can rely on the reasons stated above by the Maharil and the Rama to be lenient and 
dispense with this mitzvah nowadays outside of Eretz Yisroel. 
 

ANSWER #3 - Birchas Kohanim is similar to korbanos, which are invalid if done without proper 
concentration. Since we don't have the proper kavanah, we don't say Birchas Kohanim. 
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The possuk mentions the obligation to do Birchas Kohanim in the context of bringing 
sacrifices in the Beis Hamikdash. That is not a coincidence. We know that tefillah today is in 
place of the korbanos.  We also know that if a Kohen has improper thoughts and mixes up the 
korbanos, that would invalidate the korban and the Birchas Kohanim associated with it. So 
too, today we are so distracted by our financial stresses and other challenges mentioned 
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earlier in the Shulchan Aruch and Maharil, so our tefilah is not complete. Therefore, we only 
say Birchas Kohanim on Yom Tov, when we do not work and our thoughts are calm. 

This raises a question: according to the Chasam Sofer, why would this heter not apply to those 
living in Eretz Yisroel and Sephardim?
 

In Sefer Moadim Uzmanim (1:31), Rav Shternbuch explains that in Eretz Yisroel, they are not as 
lenient on this issue because they are not as distracted by livelihood issues and are more 
scrupulous in mitzvos. Eretz Yisroel is the source of all bracha and shechina in the world, so it 
makes sense for them to be more strict when it comes to Birchas Kohanim.  He also writes that 
Sephardim are generally more careful when it comes to concentrating on tefillah, so they also have 
continued to say Birchas Kohanim.
 

As educated readers, we should realize that Hashem obviously has a reason why he doesn't want 
us to say Birchas Kohanim. We should try our best to focus on those reasons which may cause 
Hashem to not want us to say it.  
 

We currently live in a world where Hashem tells us to stay at home, daven at home and learn at 
home. Just like Birchas Kohanim, we can have a reality where we can be told not to do a mitzvah 
for the sake of keeping the halacha. It should be His will that our learning this Shavuos should be 
a zechus for Klal Yisroel and the world, so soon we will all merit davening and saying Birchas 
Kohanim in Eretz Yisroel in the Beis Hamikdash, the way it was meant to be said.
 

The following story truly illustrates the above mentioned point: 
 

The two brothers, the famed Rabbi Elimelech of Lizensk and Rabbi Zushe of Anipoli, often 
wandered about together, posing as simple beggars. They would mingle with the masses, 
listening, teaching, speaking, helping and guiding whomever and whenever they could. Once, 
while they were traveling with a group of vagabonds, members of the group were accused of being 
thieves, resulting in the entire bunch being thrown into jail. Confident of their innocence and 
eventual release, the two brothers sat quietly. As the afternoon progressed, Rabbi Elimelech 
stood up to prepare himself to pray the afternoon service.“What are you doing?” his brother 
asked.“I’m getting ready for minchah,” replied Rabbi Elimelech. “Dear brother,” advised Rabbi 
Zushe, “it is forbidden to pray in this cell, because there is a pail that serves as a toilet nearby, 
making the room unfit for prayer.” Dejected, the holy Rabbi Elimelech sat down.Soon after, Rabbi 
Elimelech began to cry. “Why are you crying?” said Rabbi Zushe. “Is it because you are unable to 
pray?” Reb Elimelech answered a"rmatively.“But why weep?” continued Rabbi Zushe. “Don’t you 
know that the same God who commanded you to pray, also commanded you not to pray when the 
room is unfit for prayer? By not praying in this room, you have achieved a connection with God. 
True, it is not the connection that you had sought. Yet, if you truly want the divine connection, you 
would be happy that God has a!orded you the opportunity to obey His law at this time, no matter 
what it is.”“You are right, my brother!” exclaimed Rabbi Elimelech, suddenly smiling. The feelings 
of dejection banished from his heart and mind, Rabbi Elimelech took his brother’s arm and began 
to dance from joy as a result of performing the mitzvah of not praying in an inappropriate place.The 
guards heard the commotion and came running. Witnessing the two brothers dancing—with their 
long beards and flowing tzitzis—the guards asked the other prisoners what had happened. “We 
have no idea!” they answered, mystified. “Those two Jews were discussing the pail in the corner, 
when all of a sudden they came to some happy conclusion and began to dance.”“Is that right?” 
sneered the guards. “They’re happy because of the pail, are they? We’ll show them!” They 
promptly removed the pail from the cell.The holy brothers then prayed mincha undisturbed . . .
 

Wishing everyone a happy and healthy Yom Tov!!!


