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Shalom Menachem,

Here is my opinion concerning the matter of saying the Birchot haShachar (morning
blessings) in the synagogue.

The morning brachot were originally instituted according to the early morning routine,
and at first a person would recite the brachah to accompany each separate action. But
the Sages determined that the brachot should all be said from the siddur before
davening. (Regarding al netilat yadayim and asher yatzar, the Poskim disagreed as to
whether to say them immediately after washing, or together with all the other brachot).

Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayyim 46 ruled that they should be said in the synagogue
because of those people who do not know how to recite the brachot themselves, so
they could discharge their obligation through the chazan. According to a number of the
acharonim, they would be yotzei even if they did not answer Amen. Some acharonim
ruled that if there was no minyan at the time when the chazan says the brachot, their
obligation would not have been discharged. Mishnah Berurah, ibid., note 13, rules that
today there is no congregational discharge of obligation, since there are no longer
individuals do not know how to say the brachot, and therefore each one should say
them for themselves.

The Lubavitcher Rebbe and others raised the fear that someone might have the
intention to discharge another’s obligation after he had already said the brachot
himself, which would be a situation of brachah le-vatalah (a pointless brachah).
Others were further afraid that some people who grew accustomed to hearing the
chazan say the brachot would not say them if they were davening at home or in a
minyan where the chazan does not recite the brachot. Hence the ruling that they should
not be said by the chazan, and the congregants should be told that each one—both men
and women—should say them for themselves.

A few years ago, mainly due to the fact that there was not a minyan in time for the start
of Shacharit, one of our members decided to say the Birchot haShachar aloud, since
they were in any case waiting to say Kaddish (at least in the first minyan). I expressed
my opinion then that there was no need to wait for Kaddish, and there was no need to
say the brachot (aloud), but unfortunately since I am not regularly present at the
minyan in the shul, it became a permanent practice.

Since the custom of the community was always not to say the brachot—and not
because of any laziness, but because this was the custom of the non-Chasidic
communities in Europe—I see no reason not to return to the custom of beginning with
Rabbi Yishma’el Omer and Kaddish de-Rabbanan. Again, the morning brachot are
personal brachot, which were never supposed to be said in a minyan, but rather at
home, while waking up, stretching, and getting dressed, etc. They found their place in
the shul only so that those who did not know how to say them themselves could
answer Amen. And since in our shul we do not have such individuals, it is clear that
everyone should say them for themselves when leaving home or on arrival in shul, and
there is no need for the chazan to say them.

Rabbi Shlomo Vilk



