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continued from page 6 most focused on his davening, as his food
is already digested and he is not yet hungry. Therefore, his mind
is clearer than during the day. Chatzos is also the hour when
kavayachol HaKadosh Baruch Hu sits on the throne of mercy and is
more receptive to the person’s bakashos.

The poskim also mention chatzos as the absolute earliest hour
that Selichos may be said. Shaarei Teshuvah (581:1), quoting Birkei
Yosef in the name of Maharam Zacuto, writes that the custom
of saying Selichos at Maariv should “sink into oblivion,” because
the Yud Gimmel Middos are only said at an eis ratzon. On Motzei
Shabbos, even Vidui is recited only after chatzos, “because of the
sanctity of Shabbos.” Matteh Efraim rules likewise (581:20).

Despite the Sefer Hamussar and the poskim, it still begs for an
explanation what motivated the shift from the time-
honored ashmoros haboker to chatzos.

Some attribute it to the advent of electricity,
which had a reshaped daily schedules. People began
staying up later in their lit homes rather than waking
up earlier. But if that was the reason, one would
expect the more advanced Western Europe to have
led the way in adopting chatzos. Others blame the
change on the modern practice of importing out-of-
town chazzanim. They would come for Shabbos and
perform after Shabbos, rather than wait until early
Sunday morning. But again, the more modernized kehillos should
have been first to move Selichos to an earlier time, as seen today
in those “congregations” that offer a “Selichos performance.”

Having analyzed about a hundred prewar accounts of Selichos, 1
must admit that no perfect pattern exists. For example, although
Lithuanian kehillos generally report saying Selichos before dawn,
Brisk d’Lita waited for chatzos. An account describes how “old and
young awaited midnight with longing” to hear the baal tefillah,
Baruch Hirsh. In Yeshivas Brisk today, they also say Selichos at
chatzos. Other Lithuanian yeshivos, especially those that strictly
follow the minhagim of their European predecessors, say Selichos
in the early morning.

Changing But a general trend can be discerned. A high
Times percentage of the accounts mentioning chatzos
come from greater Poland, and almost all of them are Chassidish.
Examples include Ger, Novominsk, Kotsk, Porisov, and the
Grodzisker shtibel in Dzialoszyce near Kielce.

The sources that justify chatzos and even advocate for it are
also of Chassidic provenance. Agra D'pirka writes that he saw
“several anshei maaseh refrain from saying Selichos at kadrusa
detzafra (the darkness before dawn).” Their basis was the Zohar
(Vayishlach 178a), which says that tefillah belongs to sunrise and
not to the darkness before it (Agra D'pirka 147).

After quoting the Agra D'pirka in his sefer Divrei Torah, the
Munkatcher Rav insists that according to both nigleh (Tur,
Shulchan Aruch, and Magen Avraham) and nistar (the Arizal
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Rav Aharon Perlow zt”] of Koidenov,
brother of the Mishmeres Shalom

himself said Selichos at the ashmores haboker), the correct time
to say Selichos is ashmores haboker. Nevertheless, he mentions
several tzaddikim in Russia recited them right after chatzos.

Mishmeres Shalom of Koidenov goes further. Those who find
the ashmores difficult should say Selichos at chatzos, while those
without a minyan or unable to wait that long may begin two
hours before chatzos, at the start of the middle watch, as one
does with Tikkun Chatzos. He writes that this was the practice
of "several tzaddikim and gedolim," and he is fairly certain he
heard from his father that the Ruzhiner did so as well. Rav
Dovid Ortenberg, a chassid of Ruzhin, also offers a justification
for chatzos (Tehilah L'Dovid 131:2).

The suggestion that the split between the Mishmorosers and
the Chatzosers went along the Chassidic and non-
Chassidic divide finds support in the memorial book
of Aleksander, near £.6dz: The Chassidim said Selichos
at night in the shtibelech; in the shul and in the kahal's
beis medrash they said them before dawn.”

In the It is hard to accept that the kabbalistic
Afterglow arguments alone caused the shift to
chatzos. As the Munkatcher points out, the Arizal
himself kept the ashmores.

Perhaps saying Selichos during the afterglow of
Shabbos motivated this change. This possibility is
also supported by anecdotal evidence found in the Yizkor books.

In Kuréw, near Lublin, the first Selichos “did not have the
austerity and awe of the whole month of Elul.” People came in
their Shabbos clothes, rested and in good spirits. The shtibelech
would serve “tasty melaveh malkahs.” Even the shamash’s three
knocks on the balemer at twelve “made no impression, because
everyone felt Shabbosdik, neshamah-yeseirahdik; awesome were
only the Selichos before dawn.”

In the Aleksander shtibel of Sierpc in northern Mazovia, the
melaveh malkah came after the Selichos, with storytelling going
on late into the night. Even more recently, when my parents
married forty-eight years ago in Boro Park, a Chassidish relative
made a sheva brachos for them on Motzei Shabbos before Selichos.

The Chassidic approach, as the Wegréw memorialist puts it, is
to serve Hashem out of love and joy rather than out of fear and
gloom. Motzei Shabbos, a time of joy and closeness to Shabbos,
better reflects this approach than the dark hours before dawn. The
Shem Mishmuel explicitly writes that Chassidim move the Selichos
up to Motzei Shabbos right after chatzos “because the closer one
can draw to Shabbos the better, for it is a time of mercy and favor
and an hour of teshuvah” (Shem Mishmuel, Ki Savo).

There may also be a more practical reason. A chassid who came
to the Rebbe for Shabbos Selichos and stayed on for the melaveh
malkah, would have found chatzos convenient, as he could say
Selichos and then start for home. In those years, before daylight
saving time, chatzos fell at twelve rather than one.
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PITOE Oy Wake Up:

Rav Shimon Szimonowitz, Machon Aleh Zayis
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— From the memorial book of Swistocz, near Grodno

The following Sunday was the first day of Selichoth, service to commence at four
o'clock a.m. According to my order, my host came already at three o'clock to my room, to
hurry me to the synagogue. I hurried into the streets, and emerging from all quarters I
saw persons enveloped in white clothes, with a burning light before them stepping and
marching in all directions... I soon found out that they were the pious ladies of Vilna,
who hurried so early to the synagogues...

—My Travels in Russia

After Maariv, Motte the shammes announced that selichos would
be said at three in the morning. Reb Motte did not rely on that. Before
dawn he went from house to house with the wooden hammer with
which he knocked on Jewish shutters every morning to rouse the town
to davening, and he knocked hard, for who in those days had a clock
in the house? And, as if by maaseh Satan, on that very night a man
is liable to oversleep. From those blows we sprang up with the start
of one who hears the bell rung when there is a fire in town.... The shul
was lit with the hanging lamps, along the edges of the benches and on
the shtenders, to light up the faded, worn-away words of the selichos,
soaked through by the tears every Jew sheds on that page year after
year...The chazan already stood at the amud. He had taken off the
woolen scarf he wore around his neck from Rosh Chodesh Elul until
after Yom Kippur, so as not, chas veshalom, to catch cold, and had put
on a kittel with a white yarmulke; his two meshorerim, Hirshel the
shoemaker and Yossel the carpenter, stood at either side. He pressed
his thumb to his "little machine," the knob of his throat, opened his
mouth, and with a wailing voice cried out Ashrei yoshvei veisecha —
and at once a sobbing rose, above all from the women's shul.

— Alexander Ziskind Hurwitz, Zikhroynes fun Tsvey Doyres, pp. 73 — 75

After selichos, the Chassidim of Wegrow would sit down to the melave malka. The
Chassidic school holds that one serves Hashem not out of fear and gloom but out of love
and joy — and the melave malka was indeed celebrated very merrily, woven through
with niggunim, zemiros, and dancing.

— From the memorial book of Wegrow, in Mazovia

Early
to Rise

After the Holocaust, a concerted effort was made by
landsmanshaftn to publish “Yizkor” or “Kehillah”
books, in which memories of the destroyed kehillos kedoshos of
Europe would be preserved. Unfortunately many of the memoirs
were not written by talmidei chachamim. Consequently, they
focused on the cultural past of their respective kehillos as much
as, or sometimes more than, their religious practices. Many of
these memories were recorded in mama lashon.

Naturally, many recall the emotional first night of Selichos
that ushered in the Yamim Nora’im season. Although this
corpus represents over seven hundred kehillos spanning the
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entire European continent, a common thread runs throughout.
The town shamash would bang on the people’s shutters, waking
them for Selichos with a singsong chant: “Wake up, wake up for
avodas haBorei.” Men, women, and children would then hurry
to Selichos in the dark of the night. Although this practice was
generally discontinued in the postwar era, my mother still
remembers it from her childhood in Givat Shaul, which retained
the shtetl character throughout the 1960’s.

Seder Rav Amram Gaon writes that during the Aseres Yemei
Teshuvah, “each day they rise early to the batei knesses before amud
hashachar and beg for mercy” (Seder Rav Amram 117). Rav Kohen
Tzedek Gaon says the same of the two yeshivos (Tur 581). The
Ran writes that in Barcelona, they rose “at the ashmores haboker”
beginning on the twenty-fifth of Elul (Ran, Rosh Hashanah 3a in
the Rif). The Tur records that Ashkenaz started on
the Sunday before Rosh Hashanah, again “to rise at
the ashmores haboker” (Tur 581). The Shulchan Aruch
codifies this as: “nohagim lakum ba'ashmores” (Orach
Chaim 581:1), and Rema adds only the Ashkenazic
minhag of which day to begin.

Sefer Haminhagim of Rav Yitzchak Isaac Tirna
and the Maharil both give the same explanation
for this timing. The Gemara (Avodah Zarah 3b) says
that at night, HaKadosh Baruch Hu “rides upon His
light cherub and soars through eighteen thousand
worlds,” and that during the last three hours of
the morning He soars in this world. Those last
three hours do not appear in the Gemara, but were
added by the Rishonim cited by the Magen Avraham
(581:1) and later poskim. The Gra offers an earlier source for
davening during the ashmoros haboker: the pasuk, “kumi roni
ba’laylah 'rosh ashmuros” (Eichah 2:19).

Midnight Today, many kehillos stay up late Motzei Shabbos to
Selichos  commence the Selichos. This seems at odds with all
the early sources, which emphasize the predawn hours. From
the Geonim through the Rema, the sources do not mention
chatzos. Indeed, even the words of Selichos themselves suggests
that they are recited during the ashmoros haboker.

Selichos at chatzos is not entirely a newfangled practice. Rav
Moshe Feinstein notes that “from earlier generations” there
were places that said Selichos at chatzos (Igros Moshe, Orach
Chaim 2:105). Many accounts in the Yizkor books confirm this.

One of the earliest sources to explain saying Selichos at chatzos is
the Sefer Hamussar of Rav Yehudah Kalatz, referenced by the Bach
(581). He gives two reasons why chatzos is the most opportune
time for Selichos. At chatzos, a person is continued on page 5
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