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Wearing Shoes on Yom Kippur Rrabbi Aryeh Lebowitz

I.

II.

Introduction. Of the many fast days on the Jewish calendar, DT
MOD is the most severe. It is the only fast day that is biblically
mandated, and it includes many other prohibitions besides for eating
and drinking. In this essay we will discuss the prohibition to wear
shoes on M9 D> Or. We will outline the origin and scope of this
prohibition and point out the various disagreements amongst leading
halachic authorities relating to the issue of footwear on 9D 0.

The Source. The NIwn in XN NDON (:AY 97) states that on 0P
M9D one is prohibited from eating, drinking, bathing, anointing,
wearing shoes, and engaging in marital relations. These five
“afflictions” that a person must endure find their source in the number
of times the NN uses the term ™y” (affliction) when speaking
about M9D> O1. The XA continues to cite D109 that label each of
these other four activities (bathing, anointing, wearing shoes, marital
relations) as “afflictions.” All D'11&/X1 agree that the prohibition to eat
on M9 01 is biblical in nature. However, there is a dispute amongst
the leading D'11IwXN regarding the other forms of “affliction” that the
XN prescribes.

A. The opinion of MYVIN. MOVIN (JINT N“T.TV T XN1") suggests
that these activities are only rabbinically prohibited. That which the
XN uses D109 to label each activity as an ™2V only suggests
an XNDJNOK, not a bona fide biblical prohibition. The Mo0IN Yya
point to the many leniencies found in the Xna relating to this
prohibition as proof to their contention. The XnNa makes
exceptions to the prohibition of wearing shoes for a king, a bride,
and a woman who has just given birth. The X n2a further exempts
somebody with badly damaged skin from the prohibition of
anointing, and somebody whose hands are dirty from the
prohibition to bathe. If these prohibitions were really biblical in
nature, argues M90DIN, how would the rabbis have the right to
exempt too many people from them? We must therefore conclude
that these prohibitions are only rabbinic in nature and that is why
the rabbis have license to compromise on these prohibitions in so
many instances.

B. The opinion of 1”1 and D”2an1. 0O'0D1 110, in his commentary
to the above-mentioned Niwn, cites the opinion of M®0IN, and
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disagrees with them. The 1" points to a X na (.TV O7T xXA") that
distinguishes between the prohibition to eat and drink, and the
other prohibitions of M9'> 01, by stating that one is only liable for
the punishment of N> for eating and drinking, but not for the
other prohibitions. If the other prohibitions were biblical in nature,
why would the X2 distinguish only regarding the punishment one
receives for violating them, and not make the more basic
distinction between that which is biblically prohibited and that
which is only rabbinically prohibited. Furthermore, the very fact
that it is necessary for the X na to inform us that one is not liable
for N> for these prohibitions suggests that they are biblically
prohibited, because there are no rabbinic prohibitions for which one
is liable for N1D. As far as MO0DIN's point that the rabbis seem to
take undue liberties in dishing out leniencies on these prohibitions,
is due to the fact that these prohibitions are not explicit in the NN
and are only hinted to in the NnMnN, suggesting that the NN
authorizes the rabbis to define the scope of these prohibitions.

. N2%N pPov. The leading D'pO1® do not seem to arrive at a

definitive conclusion as to whether these prohibitions are rabbinic
or biblical in nature. The MV, however, does seem to stress the
role of the P09 in determining the fact that wearing shoes is
labeled as an ™2y.”

What kinds of shoes are included in the prohibition?

A. The DX are divided into three groups when it comes to

determining the definition of a “shoe” vis-a-vis the prohibition of
27100 N5'WA (TN NMIX Q0" N MY):

1. MXNAN YVa suggests that any footwear that
affords a person protection from the elements is
included in the prohibition of STION N5V,
regardless of the material they are made of.

2. "1 develops a more lenient approach than
the mxnn Sy, but maintains that shoes made
of either leather or wood are included in the
prohibition of 2T10N N%'W1 on 9D 0.

3. Q1 develops the most lenient approach in
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limiting the prohibition to leather shoes.

B. N2%N pod. The D"anN7’s position ("N A"© MWy NNMY) is
unclear. However, since the 9" and ¥"”X1 agree to this lenient
definition of the prohibition, the 71NV 1N (2: 7" N) subscribes to
their approach. The N2 Nawn (N:T™N) cites the N2 NMOX
who follows &1’s moderate approach, and the Y910 DNN who
follows the Mxnn Sy1’s stringent approach. The 1910 DNN
suggests that one cannot wear any shoes that prevent him from
feeling the ground under his feet. As a practical matter, the niawn
NN concludes that while we may not object to those who follow
the lenient opinion of the Ty 1Ny, it is appropriate to be more
stringent and just wear a soft cloth slipper.

How much leather is a problem? Most shoes nowadays are made
with a combination of materials. Often one will have shoes that contain
some leather but are not primarily made from leather. D9X NLN
(Q:7N) rules that even a leather soul would render the shoe
forbidden for use on M9 DOr. pw D" NN N ("0 1N'D) adds
that even leather stitching to hold the shoe together would disqualify
the shoe for use on 9> O1. D™NN 9D (:T™N) points out, however,
that leather shoelaces are permissible on M9'> D1 shoes.

Sneakers. Based on the opinions that we have outlined, it seems that
strictly speaking one should be permitted to wear sneakers or shoes
that are made from synthetic leather or other non-leather materials. As
mentioned above it would still be appropriate to accept the stringency
not to wear any shoe that affords the normal protection one expects
from a shoe. However, Rabbi Moshe Shternbuch ( 1 PN DN D TVIN
N"”D N'O) suggests that the reason the 1Y N5 is lenient with non-
leather shoes is that it is abnormal to wear those shoes during the rest
of the year. As such, even the most lenient opinions would not allow
one to wear shoes that he usually wears throughout the vyear,
regardless of what material they are made from. In Rav Shternbuch’s
view, one who normally wears canvas sneakers may not wear them on
M9D 0. Needless to say, the overwhelming majority of Sxer 5952
does not accept this stringency and relies on the simple understanding
of the TNV NS in wearing any shoe that does not contain leather.

Thiis article & others are available from our Torah Libeary ai hitp:iforah. bsrw.ong

Wearing Shoes on Yom Kippur - Rabbi Aryeh Lebowitz Page 3 of 5



1 G\
A

Wooowere.

VI.

=r—

Exceptions to the prohibition.

A. D*n/a%N. The Y NS (A:7N) rules that a woman who has
given birth within the last thirty days may wear shoes on 9> D1
Similarly, he rules, a sick person may wear shoes on 192 D1'. The
NN NN (:177N) explains that these people are especially
susceptible to damage from cold weather.

1.

Defining N*N. It should be noted that although
most D'pD1O define N'N as a woman who has
had a baby in the last thirty days, there are
some who disagree with this definition. The X
NNy (N”N 2”0 MWy NNy N1D%N) suggests
that when the X N2 exempts a “n'N” from the
prohibition to wear shoes, it refers to a midwife
who must wear good shoes to be able to run to
a birth. Most D'pD1O reject this definition of NN
in this context, but all would agree that if it is
necessary for a midwife or doctor to wear shoes
in order to get to the delivery it would be
permissible to do so.

Does this leniency still apply nhowadays? In
light of the fact that many non-leather shoes

provide equal or superior protection to leather
shoes, Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (cited in
X: TN DNNAX NneA) rules that women who
had recently given birth and sick people should
not wear leather shoes. Even so, it seems that
the stringency recommended by the niwn
NN not to wear any shoe that provides real
protection, would not apply to a woman who
recently had a baby or to sick people.

B. Somebody who needs protection from the elements. The
Y NS (T:TIN) rules that somebody who is worried about

getting bitten by snakes if he does not wear shoes, may wear
shoes when walking outside. Similarly, on a rainy day when one’s
feet are likely to become muddy and cold, one may wear shoes
outside. Even so, the "Y1 Niawn warns, as soon as the person
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arrives at his destination he should remove the shoes without any
delay.

VII. Conclusion. We have discussed the prohibition to wear shoes on 0T
M9D. We have pointed out the D'Iw/x N1%Nn as to the origin of
this prohibition. We have also outlined the D'2wx1 N,12Nn as to the
scope of this prohibition, with the majority of D'Zw/x limiting the
prohibition to leather shoes. The suggestion of many leading D'PO1O is
to try not to wear any shoe that provides full protection. Finally, we
have pointed out the various exceptions mentioned in the X2 to this
prohibition, including a new mother and one who is ill. May our
meticulous observance of the laws of 9> D1 serve to help our
m59N be answered for abundant N272 this year.

. Thiis article & others are available from our Torah Libeary ai hitp:iforah. bsrw.ong
Wearing Shoes on Yom Kippur - Rabbi Aryeh Lebowitz Page 5 of 5



