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Bircas Kohanim With

Two Hands
Rabbi Moshe Boruch Kaufman, Machon Aleh Zayis

(25,7) :@0% 7inx HX7W? °12 NX 13720 1D TN 1713 X1 1198 YR 127

Many follow the minhag to bentsch the children on Friday
nights or at other times with the pesukim of Bircas Kohanim.
Rav Yaakov Emden (Siddur Yaavetz, Leil Shabbos) says that this
should be done using both hands, “and not like those who
only use one hand.” He is referring to the sefer Maavar Yabok
(a sefer Kabbalah), where it says to use one hand
because there are 15 words in Bircas Kohanim
and 15 joints in one hand.

Rav Yaakov Emden contends that using one
hand limits the brachah. The only reason Yaakov
used one hand to bentsch Menashe and Efrayim
was because he was blessing both of them at
the same time; when both hands are available,
both should be used. He proves this by citing
Moshe Rabbeinu, who blessed Yehoshua with
both hands (Bamidbar 27:23), and is referred to
as a tov ayin, indicating that blessing with only
one hand connotes stinginess on the part of the
mevarech.

Some explain that the one-handed brachah is
based on the prohibition of a non-kohen using
Bircas Kohanim. The Biur Halachah (beginning
of Siman 128) wonders how we came to
bless each other with Bircas Kohanim at all. In his second
explanation for this, he suggests that the prohibition applies
only when one spreads his hands; based on this, perhaps when
only one hand is used a non-kohen may use Bircas Kohanim to
bentsch someone.

The Torah Temimah on our parshah (as well as in his sefer
Tosefes Bracha) uses this suggestion to explain something the
Vilna Gaon did. Shortly before the Gra’s petirah, a young Rav
Yechezkel Landau (future Rav in Vilna, not to be confused
with the famed Rav Yechezkel Landau of Prague, the Noda
BiYehudah) was about to get married. On the day of the
chuppah, his future father-in-law took the chosson to the Gra
for a brachah, and the Gra blessed him with one hand. Asked
why he was only using one hand the Gra said, “We find the
two-handed blessing only for Bircas Kohanim in the Mikdash.”
The Torah Temimah understands that the Gra was saying that
two hands are used only by the Kohanim; a non-kohen giving a
blessing is only permitted to use one hand.

The Torah Temimah’s explanation is a bit strange. It says
that those close to the Gra were surprised by this behavior;
yet if the Gra held this way it would surely have been common

Rav Sholom Dovber of Lubavitch zt"l

knowledge, as he was by then already near the end of his life.
Also, why did the Gra specify the Kohanim “in the Mikdash”?
After all, the prohibition for the non-kohen to bless with
two hands applies to copying a kohen even outside the Bais
Hamikdash.

Rabbi Yehuda Heber directed me to Rav Moshe Dovber
Rivkin’s sefer Ashkavta D’Rebbe (page 98) as well as in his sefer
Tiferes Tziyon (Siman 3:12), where he notes that Rav Sholom
Dovber of Lubavitch used two hands to bless his children
before his petirah. He takes issue with the Torah Temimah’s
explanation of the Gra’s cryptic words, suggesting a different
explanation: that the Gra was actually saying
that since the two-hand requirement is only for
Kohanim, for everyone else one hand may be
used, but certainly two hands may also be used.

Rav Rivkin’s explanation fits in better with
the Gra’s words, but why then did the Gra only
use one hand and not both?

Seemingly, the correct version of this story
is recorded by Rav Ben-Tzion Ilfas (in his sefer
Maase Ilfis toldos vizichronos perek 1), who heard
it from Rav Landau himself. The story took
place on Shabbos morning (not on the day of
the chasunah) after the chosson’s aufruf. The
accepted minhag was that a chosson already
dons his shtreimel on the aufruf Shabbos. When
Rav Landau went in to the Gra, the Gra was in
middle of the Shabbos seudah. The Gra put
out both of his hands to bless the chosson. Rav
Landau instinctively pulled his head back so as not to dirty his
brand-new shtreimel. Realizing the chosson’s discomfort, the
Gra used only one hand so the chosson wouldn’t be nervous.

The people around him, seeing the one-handed blessing,
asked the Gra about this change from the norm. The Gra
responded that only in the Mikdash is there a halachah that
one may not use one hand for blessing the people. Obviously,
Kohanim continue to use two hands as was done in the
Mikdash; but for a blessing other than Bircas Kohanim, one
hand may be used.

Rav Landau merited arichus yamim in good health, which was
attributed to the Gra’s blessing. However, Rav Landau said that
all his days he wished that he would not have pulled his head
back, so he would have received the full two-handed brachah
from the Gra.

It is interesting to note that in Parshas Shemini, when
Aharon blessed Klal Yisrael for the first time with Bircas
Kohanim it is written 17> NX 171X XY™, in the singular, but it is
read 17 nX (plural), meaning with two hands. The Meforshim
explain this to mean that one hand should be raised slightly
higher than the other.
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