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Introduction 

How interesting! A neighbor related to me that as a youngster 
living in Brooklyn, New York, whenever he and his Ashkenazic friends vis-
ited a Sephardic synagogue for tefilla, their reaction was, “How interesting!” 
When his Sephardic friends would visit an Ashkenazic shul, the reaction 
was the same: “How interesting!” 

It is my hope that readers from both Sephardic and Ashkenazic com-
munities, as they delve into this work and begin to learn and grasp the basis 
for the practices of the various sections of our Jewish community, will react 
similarly and proclaim, “How interesting!” 

Upon their first exposure to the wide and deep world of Sephardic 
posekim, many people comment about how deep Sephardic Halacha is. How 
deep are the great debates between Rav Ovadia Yosef and Rav Shalom Mes-
sas! How deep are the halachic insights of Rav Ben Tzion Abba Sha’ul, Rav 
Mordechai Eliyahu, and Rav Ĥayim David HaLevy! How fascinating is the 
wide variety of customs of the different sub-groupings of Sephardic Jews! 
This will be your reaction as well, as Bridging Traditions presents rich discus-
sions regarding a broad range of common contemporary areas of interest 
spanning each of the four sections of the Shulĥan Aruch, with an eye to the 
practices of all of the Sephardic communities. 
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A book like Bridging Traditions was not necessary in the Jewish com-
munities of yesteryear, when most Jews could live a lifetime without ever 
having met Jews of a different background. Ashkenazic and Sephardic Jews 
had limited interaction until the modern age. The Jew of pre-modern times 
could manage very well even if he was familiar only with the customs and 
practices of his specific community. 

Nowadays, however, almost all observant families have (or will soon 
have) at least one couple in their family who are of mixed Sephardic and Ash-
kenazic heritage. Most Orthodox communities of significant size support 
both a Sephardic and Ashkenazic minyan, or even a full-fledged Sephardic 
bet kenesset. Jews of this generation must therefore be acquainted with the 
halachic practices and approaches of all Jewish communities. 

As a result, I have devoted much attention in Bridging Traditions to 
clarifications as how Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jews should manage their 
halachic differences when they join together for various occasions. Bridg-
ing Traditions provides halachic guidance for visiting synagogues, hosting 
guests on Shabbat and Pesaĥ, roommates with varying practices, weddings, 
sheva berachot, b’rit mila, and much more. Both Sephardic and Ashkenazic 
readers will emerge from reading this book fortified with the knowledge of 
how to act appropriately in these situations. 

The goal of Bridging Traditions is to broaden every Jew’s perception 
of “we” to include all Jews. Every Jew should take special pride in the prac-
tices of his particular shevet/sub-group. At the same time, however, every 
Jew should also feel a sense of oneness and unity with all Jews. Readers of 
Bridging Traditions will emerge much more knowledgeable regarding the 
nuanced differences between the communities and will gain a solid “feel” 
and savvy regarding the broader perspectives and halachic approaches of 
the wide variety of Sephardic communities. It is my hope that readers will 
come away with a tangible feeling that we are am eĥad – one nation serving 
Hashem, with variations. The core of the halachic practice of all the Ortho-
dox Jewish communities is identical. 

I learned much of what is imparted in these pages over the past 
twenty years during my service as the Rav of Shaarei Orah, the Sephardic 
Congregation of Teaneck, and from my Sephardic mentor, Rav Shmuel 
Khoshkerman of Atlanta’s Congregation Ner HaMizrach. Serving as the Rav 
of Shaarei Orah has been a life-altering experience for me and my family. We 
have been immeasurably enriched by the wonderful congregants and Torah 
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learning at Shaarei Orah, and I am eager to share this excitement and rich 
learning with the readers of this work. I hope it will be a life-transforming 
experience for you as well as you emerge with your Bridging Traditions.  





Tefilla
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Chapter 1

Synagogue Conformity: An 
Exploration of Lo Titgodedu

Does Halacha require that everyone praying in one synagogue 
follow the same practices? At first glance, it seems that the answer is a 
resounding yes. However, as we shall see, the matter is not as simple as it 
first appears. 

Lo Titgodedu – Source, Character, and Scope
The Torah forbids us to cut ourselves in mourning for the dead: “Lo tit-
godedu” (Devarim 14:1). Ĥazal in turn interpret the command of lo titgodedu 
as teaching, “Lo ta’asu agudot agudot” – do not split into different factions 
(Yevamot 13b).1 

The Aĥaronim debate whether the prohibition to separate into differ-
ent groups is a Biblical or Rabbinic prohibition. The Maharal (Gur Aryeh, 
Devarim 14:1) maintains that it is a Torah-level prohibition, whereas the 
Ĥida (Rav Yosef David Ĥayim Azulai) argues that it is a Rabbinic edict 
(Sha’ar Yosef, Horiyot 7b). 

1. See Shem MiShemu’el, Parashat Re’eh, year 5675, for an explanation of the connection 
between the prohibition to cut oneself in mourning and the prohibition to separate 
into factions. 
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Significantly, Rav Moshe Feinstein (Teshuvot Igrot Moshe, Oraĥ 
Ĥayim 4:34) rules that it is a Torah-level prohibition. Rav Ovadia Yosef 
(Teshuvot Yeĥaveh Da’at 4:36), on the other hand, rules in accordance with 
the Ĥida that it is only a Rabbinic-level prohibition. Thus, it is not surpris-
ing that Rav Ovadia takes a more lenient approach to lo titgodedu than does 
Rav Moshe. 

The Rishonim debate the reason for the prohibition to form different 
groups. Rashi (Yevamot 13b, s.v. lo ta’asu and amina) explains that when some 
Jews follow one law and other Jews follow another, it gives the appearance 
as though there are two Torahs. The Rambam (Hilchot Avoda Zara 12:14), 
in contrast, states that the reason behind this prohibition is to avoid creat-
ing conflict among Jews.

Rava and Abaye (Yevamot 14a) debate whether the prohibition 
applies to a situation of “shetei batei din b’ir aĥat,” two Rabbinic courts 
in one city, with Rava adopting the lenient view and Abaye adopting the 
stricter view. Abaye demands halachic conformity from a Jewish community, 
whereas Rava does not. Rava finds it tolerable to have a Jewish community 
with more than one halachic authority. 

Although the Rambam accepts the opinion of Abaye, the majority of 
Rishonim – including the Rif (Yevamot 3b) and the Rosh (Yevamot 1:9) – rule 
in accordance with Rava, following the general rule (Bava Metzia 22b) that 
we follow Rava’s rulings except for six specific cases (of which this debate is 
not one). 

Despite the lenient view of the Rishonim, however, it seems that 
one synagogue certainly constitutes a single bet din, and a uniform practice 
should therefore be observed in such a setting. This appears to be the ruling 
of the Rama (Oraĥ Ĥayim 493:3), who writes that disparate observances of 
the sefirat ha’omer mourning period within a single community constitute 
a violation of lo titgodedu.

Exceptions to the Rule – Homogenous 
vs. Heterogeneous Communities
Rav Moshe Feinstein (Teshuvot Igrot Moshe, Oraĥ Ĥayim 1:159) notes that 
in the United States, Jews from various parts of Europe are all gathered 
together, and they continue the halachic practices of their former com-
munities. Subsequent generations continue the practices of their parents 
and grandparents. Thus, in the United States, most communities do not 
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have one unified minhag regarding the observance of the mourning during 
the sefirat ha’omer period. According to Rav Moshe, one might argue that 
American Jewry constitutes a case of a massive “shetei batei din b’ir aĥat.”2 
Thus, those who uphold their divergent practices do not violate lo titgodedu.

However, in another context (Teshuvot Igrot Moshe, Oraĥ Ĥayim 
4:34), Rav Moshe does not go as far as to make such a sweeping statement. 
In fact, he prohibits having two different practices in one bet kenesset, such 
as some people wearing tefillin on Ĥol HaMoed while others do not (as we 
discuss at length in chapter 40). 

Rav Moshe Sternbuch (Teshuvot V’Hanhagot 1:44 and 637), how-
ever, presents an argument supporting divergent practices regarding the 
wearing of tefillin on Ĥol HaMoed, even in one synagogue. He writes that 
after the Holocaust, after centuries-old communities with distinct customs 
were destroyed and survivors gathered and formed new communities, an 
implicit understanding emerged that everyone would follow the practices 
of their families and former communities. Thus, Rav Sternbuch counte-
nances divergent practices in such communities regarding wearing tefillin 
on Ĥol HaMoed. 

This is indeed prevalent in many Ashkenazic synagogues, where it 
is also common to see unmarried young men of German-Jewish descent 
wearing a tallit before marriage, even though most of the unmarried men 
in the synagogue do not wear a tallit. In such communities, there is an 
implicit understanding that everyone follows the respective practices of 
their ancestors. 

Rav Sternbuch explains that lo titgodedu does not apply to such a 
situation, since there is communal consent to the divergent practices. This 
fits with the Rambam’s reasoning that it is prohibited to break into factions 
because of inevitable conflict. In a case of consent, it follows, there is no 
prohibition of lo titgodedu.3 

According to Rav Sternbuch (and to a lesser extent Rav Moshe), we 
may distinguish between homogenous and heterogeneous communities. 
The prohibition of lo titgodedu applies only to a homogenous community. 

2. In this responsum, Rav Moshe refers to the situation as not just two, but rather many 
batei din in one Jewish community. 

3. It appears that we can make such an assertion only if we assume that lo titgodedu 
regarding divergent practices constitutes a Rabbinic prohibition. 
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Even in a heterogeneous synagogue, however, there may be a blend 
of conformity and diversity. While different practices are tolerated and 
accepted regarding certain specific practices, such as wearing tefillin on 
Ĥol HaMoed and a tallit for unmarried men, there may be an expectation 
of uniformity with regard to many, or even most, other matters, such as the 
nusaĥ of the tefilla. 

Rav Ovadia Yosef’s Limitations on  
Lo Titgodedu
In his aforementioned responsum, Rav Ovadia Yosef notes some dra-
matic limitations on the prohibition of lo titgodedu. He argues (based 
on Radbaz’s Leshonot HaRambam #11) that lo titgodedu does not apply 
to well-known disagreements, such as those between Bet Hillel and Bet 
Shamai. Rav Ovadia applies this distinction to the different practices 
among Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jews. Thus, he permits Sephardic stu-
dents who are learning in a predominantly Ashkenazic yeshiva to shave 
and cut their hair between the seventeenth of Tammuz and the week dur-
ing which Tisha B’Av falls, even though this is not permitted according 
to Ashkenazic custom. 

Rav Ovadia argues that this difference in practice should not lead to 
great discord, since it is well-known that Sephardic Jews follow the Shulĥan 
Aruch regarding this issue while Ashkenazim follow the Rama (Oraĥ Ĥayim 
551:3). The assertion that divergent Ashkenazic and Sephardic customs do 
not violate lo titgodedu is a recurring theme in Rav Ovadia’s writings. (See, 
for example, Teshuvot Yabia Omer 4: Even HaEzer 13; 5: Oraĥ Ĥayim 37:4 
and Yoreh De’ah 3; and 6: Oraĥ Ĥayim 10.) 

Furthermore, Rav Ovadia accepts the view of Rav Mordechai Benet 
(Teshuvot Parashat Mordechai, Oraĥ Ĥayim 4), who rules that in the case 
of divergent practices that stem from ancient disputes, lo titgodedu does 
not apply even when both practices are observed simultaneously in the 
same bet kenesset. In other words, Rav Ovadia rules that we extend Rava’s 
tolerance of shetei batei din b’ir aĥat to accepting two batei din even in one 
yeshiva and in one synagogue. 

Rav Ovadia applied this approach in practice. Rav Shmuel Khosh-
kerman vividly recalls Rav Ovadia’s visit to Baltimore’s Yeshivas Ner Yis-
roel in the 1980s. Rav Khoshkerman was among a large group of young 
Jews who had escaped from Iran and were separated from their parents 
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for many years; Ner Yisroel took in many of these students.4 When Rav 
Ovadia was given the honor of the third aliya to the Torah, he recited 
the berachot in full accordance with Sephardic pronunciation and text.5 
In conformity with Sephardic practice, he even recited Kaddish after his 
aliya (unlike the Ashkenazic practice, in which the ba’al korei recites this 
Kaddish), once again in complete conformity with the Sephardic pro-
nunciation and text. 

Moreover, Rav Khoshkerman reports that the great Rosh Yeshiva 
of Ner Yisroel, Rav Yaakov Yitzĥak Ruderman, instructed the Sephardic 
students to follow all Sephardic customs while they prayed together in the 
yeshiva’s (Nusaĥ Ashkenaz) minyan. 

Rav Moshe Feinstein vs. Rav Ovadia Yosef
When I reported Rav Ruderman’s ruling to Rav Hershel Schachter, he 
reacted with surprise. Rav Schachter remarked that Rav Ruderman should 
have instructed the Sephardic Talmidim to make a separate minyan. He 
noted that this is what was done when Moroccan students began attending 
the Mirrer Yeshiva in the 2000s. 

Rav Schachter follows the approach of Rav Moshe Feinstein (Tes-
huvot Igrot Moshe, Oraĥ Ĥayim 2:23), who rules that when praying in a 
synagogue whose nusaĥ differs from one’s own, one should pray in confor-
mity with the tzibbur’s nusaĥ with regard to the portions of tefilla that are 
ordinarily said out loud.6 

Although Rav Moshe prohibits even praying Pesukei D’Zimra in 
accordance with one’s own nusaĥ in such a case, as it may be said aloud, 
Rav Schachter permits it. He argues that since it is common to recite Pesukei 
D’Zimra quietly in Modern Orthodox synagogues, it is permissible to quietly 
recite this portion of tefilla in accordance with one’s own nusaĥ. 

Thus, Rav Schachter rules that an Ashkenazic Jew who prays in a Sep-
hardic bet kenesset should use an Ashkenazic siddur and pray in accordance 

4. Quite a number of these young Persian Jews who learned for many years at Ner 
Yisroel later emerged as significant Rabbinic leaders in the Sephardic community 
and beyond. 

5. Indeed, Rav Yitzĥak Yosef rules that this is the proper practice for a Sephardic 
Jew who receives an aliya in an Ashkenazic bet kenesset; see Rav Yonatan Nacson, 
MiMizraĥ UmiMa’arav, p. 273. 

6. Rav Mordechai Willig told me that he also subscribes to Rav Moshe’s approach. 
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with Ashkenazic practice, except for the portions of tefilla that are said out 
loud, such as Kaddish and Kedusha. 

Rav Schachter permits an Ashkenazic Jew visiting a Sephardic syna-
gogue to use a Sephardic siddur and to pray in complete conformity with 
the Sephardic tefilla if he would otherwise find it confusing. I advise most 
Ashkenazic Jews to follow this in practice, because experience indicates 
that using an Ashkenazic siddur in a Sephardic synagogue leads to consid-
erable confusion.7 

In contrast to Rav Moshe and Rav Schachter, Rav Ovadia Yosef (Tes-
huvot Yeĥaveh Da’at 4:36) adopts a dramatically more narrow definition of 
lo titgodedu. He urges Sephardic Jews praying in an Ashkenazic congrega-
tion to completely adhere to Sephardic practice.8 He even goes as far as to 
say that a Sephardic mourner should recite Kaddish in conformity with the 
Sephardic text even when praying in an Ashkenazic congregation (Yalkut 
Yosef, Oraĥ Ĥayim 56:25)!9 

Rav Ovadia’s Exceptions
Even Rav Ovadia, however, sets limits about deviating from the practices 
of one’s host synagogue. For example, he rules that a Sephardic Jew should 
stand for Kaddish when praying with Ashkenazim (Teshuvot Yeĥaveh Da’at 
3:4).10 He also rules that a kehilla should adopt a uniform manner of per-
forming the na’anuim of the arba minim on Sukkot (Ĥazon Ovadia, Sukkot 
353). Finally, he urges one to wear tefillin on Tisha B’Av in the afternoon 
when visiting a congregation where this is the prevailing minhag (Ĥazon 
Ovadia, Daled Ta’aniot, p. 370 in the bi’urim). 

Rav Ovadia does not establish a guiding principle as to when to per-
mit or forbid deviation from a congregation’s prevailing minhag. It seems, 

7. An exception would be one who is exceptionally proficient in both Ashkenazic and 
Sephardic nusaĥ. 

8. Rav Shalom Messas (Teshuvot Shemesh U’Magen 3: Oraĥ Ĥayim 24) concurs. Rav 
Shlomo Amar (Teshuvot Shema Shlomo 2:7) writes that this has emerged as the ac-
cepted practice among Sephardic Jews when visiting Ashkenazic synagogues. 

9. We discuss this issue at length in chapter 11. Whenever we refer to Yalkut Yosef in 
this volume, we refer to the 5766 version of Rav Yitzĥak Yosef ’s Yalkut Yosef, Kitzur 
Shulĥan Aruch (unless otherwise noted).

10. Note that Masechet Derech Eretz Rabba (ch. 7) specifically instructs one to avoid 
standing among those who are seated or sitting among those who are standing. 
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however, that even Rav Ovadia frowns upon divergent practices that irritate 
congregants. In other words, Rav Ovadia permits different practices when 
there is perceived permission and consent. In a situation in which such 
consent is lacking and there is concern for strife and conflict, the concern 
for lo titgodedu emerges.

Put differently, the implicit consent for divergent practices that Rav 
Sternbuch argues exists in contemporary heterogeneous synagogue set-
tings has its limits. It does not apply when the prevailing community finds 
the varying practice to be irritating. Having divergent practices regarding 
na’anuim in one minyan, for example, is understandably irritating, and the 
communal consent does not extend to this differing comportment. 

Thus, lo titgodedu does not apply when there is consent to divergent 
practice. Absent such consent, however, lo titgodedu applies. A community’s 
posek must determine which varying behaviors are acceptable and which 
the community finds offensive. 

Divergent Sephardic Practices in 
a Pan-Sephardic Bet Kenesset
Rav Shmuel Koshkerman has repeatedly told me that Rav Ovadia’s rul-
ing applies to variant Sephardic practices in a pan-Sephardic synagogue 
(whose members consists of a diverse assembly of Sephardim from a vari-
ety of backgrounds), such as Shaarei Orah in Teaneck and Ner Mizrach 
in Atlanta (where Rav Khoshkerman serves as the Rav). Rav Baruch Gigi 
told me that this is standard practice in pan-Sephardic congregations in 
Israel as well. 

Accordingly, in a pan-Sephardic synagogue, it is acceptable to have 
some following the Minhag Yerushalyim to stand for the Kaddish prior to 
Barechu on Friday evening while others follow the Moroccan custom to 
sit. Similarly, at Minĥa on a ta’anit tzibur, it is acceptable for some men to 
wear tefillin while others refrain from doing so (see Rav David Yosef, Hala-
cha Berura 38:20). 

This would not seem to apply, however, to a homogeneous Sephardic 
synagogue, a synagogue that practices a specific rite, such as a synagogue des-
ignated as a Moroccan, Syrian, Turkish, or Persian bet kenesset. Once again, 
we distinguish between a homogenous and heterogeneous community. As 
we cited above from Rav Sternbuch, in a heterogeneous community, there 
is consent for divergence in practice. Even in that case, however, there is 
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room to draw limits on certain issues, especially those for which there is a 
consensus among the various Sephardic communities.11

Conclusion
When Rav Shlomo Amar visited Congregation Shaarei Orah in August 2017, 
I asked him whether we are mandated to maintain one uniform practice in 
a Sephardic bet kenesset or if divergent practices may be countenanced. He 
replied that it is preferable to maintain one minhag, but if the synagogue 
rabbi feels it is in the best interest of the congregation to tolerate divergent 
Sephardic practices, he may elect to do so. Thus, a synagogue may choose 
to define itself as homogenous or heterogeneous. 

Returning to the question we posed at the beginning of this chapter 
as to whether the Halacha requires everyone praying in one synagogue to 
follow the same practices – the answer is that it depends on the character of 
the synagogue and the particular issue at hand. Sometimes, the lo titgodedu 
principle demands conformity, while at other times divergence is acceptable.

11. The universally accepted Sephardic practice to refrain from wearing tefillin on Ĥol 
HaMoed may be one such example. 


