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An Offensive to Restore
the Traditional Jewish
“Hadras Ponim”

A glimpse at a new weighty tome
aiming to revive the Jewish beard

by Nissan Gordon
Times change.

In the 1930s, the yeshiva Torah Vodaas stood on Bedford
Ave. near Taylor St. in Williamsburg. At that time, a group
of bochurim who had let their beards grow was expelled
from the yeshiva. These were the bochurim known as the
“malochim,” and their leaders were among the best students
in the yeshiva. (For example, Reb Yankel Schorr, brother of
Reb Gedaliah Schorr, current Rosh Yeshiva of Torah Vodaas.)
But despite their impressive scholarly achievements, they
were requested—to put it mildly—to leave the yeshiva.

The one who expelled them was himself a G-d-fearing Jew
with a nice beard—Reb Shraga Feivel Mendelowitz, then
Menahel of the yeshiva. He was afraid the beards would
discourage parents from sending their sons to the yeshiva,
and the Beis Midrash would become empty.

Translation of an article which appeared in the May 26", 1978 issue
of the Algemeiner Journal
Prepared by Rabbi Yehuda Altein, translator@prolifictranslations.com
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Now, forty years later, a beard is far from a rare occurrence
among American-born yeshiva bochurim, and bnei
Torah in general. One of these young men, a product of a
Conservative community in Long Island, went on to study in
several well-known highly respected yeshivos. Now, he has
authored and published a

sefer with no less than 628

When you see the
pages. These pages form a )
powerful offensive against amazing ) treasures
shaving the beard even crammed into each
in ways people consider page and how much
halachically  acceptable. lomdus, knowledge,

and hard work it took
to write it—you feel

The text and footnotes of
this sefer eloquently express

the mystical glorification
of the Jewish beard—or the
“Hadras Ponim Zakan,” as

like making a blessing
praising both the sefer
and its author

the sefer is called.

The author of Hadras Ponim Zakan is a young man named
Rabbi Moshe Wiener. Our editor, Reb Gershon Jacobson,
has already written about him with great admiration.

Butwhenyoulookinside the sefer—whenyousee theamazing
treasures crammed into each page and how much lomdus,
knowledge, and hard work it took to write it—you feel like
making a blessing praising both the sefer and its author. The
sefer collects all the laws related to the beard and payos and
everything accumulated on the topic from Matan Torah until
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today. But R’ Wiener doesn't just assemble and anthologize
them, although that alone is a major undertaking. Instead,
he is an active participant in the discussions among so many
Poskim and Gedolim, from the Rambam and Beis Yosef all
the way to the Chazon Ish and the Lubavitcher Rebbe. The
conclusion is a clear position in the beard’s favor, supported
by mishnagdishe giants, chassidishe tzaddikim, and Rabbonim
of all types—Polish, Lithuanian, and Hungarian.

Rav Yitzchak Yaakov Weiss of Yerushalayim, rov of the
Eidah Hachareidis, and Rav Gedaliah Felder of Toronto,
member of the Beis Din of Histadrus Harabbonim, come to
the same conclusion. They both agree that shaving is very
problematic, whether you use a shaver or shaving powder.
And they both sing praises to the author, describing him as
someone “proficient in his work” and “well-known in the
portals of Torah.”

When talking about the beard’s renaissance in America,
we should not ignore the original brave pioneers. They are
the above-mentioned Williamsburg malochim, who walked
the streets with beards and payos when their own Roshei
Yeshivos did not.

I recently read an article written by Rav Simcha Elberg in
our very own newspaper. He writes that the pioneers to
grow a beard in America were Lubavitch and then Satmar.
Indeed, Lubavitch, Satmar, and all the other chassidishe
courts with yeshivos made the beard a daily sight here in
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America. But the medal for the first pioneers belongs to the
malochim, who suffered backlash from their own yeshivos.
There was Yankel Schorr, Yossel Flohr, Meir Weberman (son
of the lawyer Benzion Weberman), Mendel Rosen, Zanvill
Gertner (it was in his house in Williamsburg that Yossele
Shuchmacher was uncovered by the Shin Bet), and others
whose names unfortunately 1 no longer remember. They
have the credit for being the first to disregard mockers at a
time when society, even Jewish society, was full of mockers.

The truth is that Lubavitch played a crucial role in the
malochim’s beards too. Although the Lubavitcher Rebbe had
not yet come to America, the malochim were nurtured and
influenced by a Lubavitcher chossid named Reb Avraham
Ber, known as “the malach.” His home in the Bronx attracted
a group of Mesivta bochurim who were sent there by Reb
Shraga Feivel Mendelowitz himself. He wanted them to
get acquainted with the shitah of Chabad, in line with his
general view of acquainting students with all the big shitos in
Yiddishkeit, such as Frankfurt [Rav Samson Raphael Hirsch],
Chassidus, and Mussar.

R’ Avraham Ber came to America in the 1920s. This was after
he was distanced from the Lubavitcher court in Russia due
to a certain incident. His loyalty to Lubavitch only extended
up to the Tzemach Tzedek, the third Rebbe of Lubavitch
and foremost among the great Poskim of his time. In his
responsa, the Tzemach Tzedek issues a clear halachic ruling
against cutting the beard, even with methods other than a
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razor.

R’ Shraga Feivel Mendelowitz’s name is actually mentioned
in Hadras Ponim Zakan (p. 302). He is cited as insisting that
his students not use shavers, a ruling he heard personally
from the Rov of Vilna, Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzinski. Instead
of shavers—the Schick model was popular at the time—the
bochurim used a shaving power sold by a certain Shomer-
Shabbos barber on the East Side (I believe his name was Mr.
Brand). If 1 remember correctly, this powder gave the yeshiva
dormitory an unpleasant smell every Friday afternoon when
the bochurim would shave before Shabbos.

But no matter who the first ones to transplant the beard
in America were, it is the chassidishe yeshivos who are
spreading it today and making it popular. Instead of looking
for heterim to remove the beard, they have always emphasized
the holiness of wearing one. This follows the Zohar that
describes the connection between the human beard and the
Supernal Beard, namely, the Thirteen Supernal Attributes
of Mercy. Moreover, the Arizal teaches that the hairs of
the beard are channels through which Hashem sends His
blessings. Therefore, he says, you should not pull out a single
hair from your beard, and you shouldn’t even touch [trim]
your beard (p. 140).

Rabbi Wiener relates that Rav Eliyahu Lopian, the great
litvishe Baal Mussar, was very inspired by the appearance of
the chassidishe yeshiva bochurim. “You can see the purity on
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their faces,” he said (p. 557).

Rav Eliyahu Lopian,  Hudras Ponim Zakan's main
the great litvishe offensive has two parts—or
Baal Mussar, was  better said, two that are really
very inspired by the  one.

appearance of the
chassidishe yeshiva
bochurim. “You can

see the purity on that electric shavers are not
their faces,” defined as close-cutting

scissors (permitted by the Beis
Yosef in Shulchan Aruch). Instead, they meet the halachic
definition of razors, for which there is not the slightest heter.

R’ Wiener uses all the cannons
in his arsenal to oppose today’s
electricshavers. Hedocuments

In other words, electric shavers produce a shave as clean as a
razor, both cutting and totally removing the hair.

Even if you argue that electric shavers do not give a perfectly
clean shave, it is far from a mitzvah to use them. Some
Poskim say that devices that do not give a close shave are
also forbidden for several halachic reasons, both d'oraysa and
d’rabanan.

The second part of the offensive is based on the Zohar and
the Arizal. Here the emphasis is not on why you shouldn’t
shave your beard, leaving room for debate about the specific
method being used. Instead, the emphasis is on why you
should let your beard grow. In fact, you shouldn’t even roll up
your beard to hide how long it really is. The Rebbe Rashab of
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Lubavitch is quoted as follows: “Some people claim they roll
up their beards ‘leshem shamayim, believing that will make
it easier for them to be successful materially . But they are
fooling themselves and [anything done to the beard] is in
opposition to Elokus” (p. 303).

He also cites many stories about the mesiras nefesh that
Jews had to preserve their beards. During the reign of Czar
Nicholas 1, the Tzemach Tzedek fought with mesiras nefesh
against a decree requiring Jews to remove their beards. In
1840, the Polish government decreed that Jews must remove
their beard and payos. The Chiddushei HaRim ruled that
Jews should give up their lives to defy the decree. He said
this even though they didn’t have to use razors, causing
others to say that such defiance was a “foolish custom of the
Chassidim” (p. 329).

Some are concerned that letting their beard grow will make

it harder to find a shidduch. The Chafetz Chaim and the

current Lubavitcher Rebbe have the same thing to say about
this:

“Hashem is the  The Chafetz Chaim gives a
One who makes  mosholofapersonwho thinks
shidduchim. Do you  he can help a moving train
think He needs pull the wagons by giving it
you to help Him by a push. “Hashem is the One

Shaving your beard?!” who makes ShiddUChim,” he
continued. “Do you think He
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needs you to help Him by shaving your beard?!” (p. 535)

The Lubavitcher Rebbe wonders how someone could even
think that a beard might be an obstruction. Chazal tell us
that the thirteen tikkunei dikna are channels through which
Hashem sends His blessings. From that perspective, growing
a beard actually helps you find a genuinely good shidduch (p.

537).

Rabbi Wiener is “democratic” enough to leave room for
arguments against growing a beard. He devotes a special
section of the book to this, temporarily suspending his
“patriotism” and giving his opponents full freedom of
speech. This section is jam-packed with lomdus along with
remarkably interesting historical discussions. For example,
there’s a discussion on the Chasam Sofer’s statement about
Rav Menachem Azariah of Fano, an Italian scholar who
was the student of a student of the Arizal. Also discussed
is the opinion of the Be®er Esek, who differentiates between
growing a beard in Eretz Yisroel and Chutz La’aretz.

But Rabbi Wiener’s “impartiality” only lasts as long as it
takes to present the argument. In his replies, a fire rages
within him once more. He cites fascinating quotations and
expressions from discussions between Poskim that today
would be described as “provocative.”

Hadras Ponim Zakan is a book to learn, not to read. There is
much knowledge to gain from it on the halachos of growing
a beard and payos. But there’s more: You'll learn how a
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beard-and-payos movement

Do times change? grew and developed in postwar
Yes, when it comes America, spreading ever further
to growing beards and deeper among expanding

in America, they do generations of bnei Torah.
, .

Do times change? Yes, when it
comes to growing beards in America, they do. That becomes
clear when you see a notable sefer like Hadras Ponim Zakan
written by an American ben Torah.

But when it comes to the general story of Jewish beards—
when it comes to their age-old reverence and the deep respect
they always evoked—perhaps it would be more accurate to
say that today is a return to generations past.
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