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The Minhag that Prevailed
Rav Moshe Boruch Kaufman,
Source: Kaparos K’Pshuto by Rabbi Yisrael Brecher
The minhag of kaparos has been subject to much debate in
the poskim throughout the generations, but ultimately the
minhag has prevailed. Some concerns the Poskim have had
with minhag kaparos:

The Shulchan Aruch (605:1), based on Ramban and
Rashba (Teshuvos 1:395), says that
minhag kaparos is “following in the ways of the
Emori” who engaged in irrational and
superstitious practices. Rema however, defends
the practice, finding sources for it in Chazal (see
Rashi Shabbos 81b). The Rema goes further
saying, that one should not deviate from this
minhag. It would appear that the Rema is
responding to the Shulchan Aruch’s criticism of
the minhag. (Interestingly, even Sefardim who
normally follow the Shulchan Aruch practice
minhag kaparos, since it is sanctioned by the
Arizal: Ohr L'Tziyon, Vol. 4, 8:1). Even according
to Rema, though, the Poskim say not to be
particular to use a white chicken, as that is “the
way of the Emori” (Mishnah Berurah 605:4).
Me’iri (Chibbur HaTeshuvah, Maamar Meishiv
Nefesh 8:2) says that “Ben Odom...” said before
kaparos explains the meaning of this ritual, to counteract any
mis-impression that it is a superstitious practice associated
with darchei ha’Emori.

Minhag kaparos seems to mimic a korban, for which

one also declares that the nefesh of the animal is in
the offerer’s stead. The prohibition against slaughtering a korban
outside the Bais Hamikdash is severe; thus, on Pesach we are
careful not to give an impression that the zeroa is the korban Pesach,
and we don’t even eat roasted meat lest someone say it is a korban.
But most Poskim say that since a rooster or hen isn’t fit for a
korban, there is no concern. Taz and sefer Be'er Sheva discourage
doing semichah on the head of the chicken, though, while others
defend it (see Mishnah Berurah ibid, #8.)
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Originally, minhag kaparos was performed at
or before dawn of Erev Yom Kippur, with
the chickens shechted immediately afterward and distributed to
the poor for the seudah of that day. Many Poskim (Pri Megadim
A.A. #1, Yeshuos Yaakov Y.D. 18:8, Aruch Hashulchan) felt that the
shochtim were rushed and therefore not shechting properly; the
knives may have developed a pegimah, and there would not be
enough time to do bedikos well after shechitah. Some
recommended performing kaparos before Erev Yom Kippur,
even as early as Tzom Gedaliah (Mishnah
Berurah ibid #2).
The Chayei Odom feared
that ignorant people
might think that all the aveiros pass to the
chicken, and they themselves wouldn't need to
do teshuvah. (Similarly, the sefer Kitzur HaShlah
writes about the minhag of Tashlich that ignorant
people think that all the aveiros are magically
drowned in the water.) The Chayei Odam
preferred using money for kaparos instead, since
no one thinks the aveiros go on the money. He
adds that some people erroneously think that if
they don’t perform kaparos they won't have a
kaparah on Yom Kippur.

Minhag kaparos works in tandem with
teshuvah, but if there is an evil decree that can’t
be mitigated with teshuvah, kaparos can transfer
it to the tarnegol (Kapparos K’Pshuto, based on Pnei Yehoshua, Bava
Kamma 50b; Maharal, Nesiv Habitachon; Elef Hamagen 605:4;
Haksav V’hakabalah on the siddur). Some add that the kaparos ritual
itself should be a catalyst for teshuvah, as one inflicts on the chicken
the punishment, he himself may deserve for his sins.

While in days of old each person

brought his own chicken to the shochet,
today the chickens are transported by the truckload. This may
result with some of the chickens not being properly nourished,
and becoming treifah in the process. There can also be an issue
of tzaar baalei chayim. Care should be taken to ensure the
chickens are provided with chickenfeed and water.
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