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Strings Attached - The Eruv in Hammerstone 
Hills 

Archaeologists tell us that if a newly excavated human habitation site 

includes the remnants of the following three things, it is a clear indication 

that this habitat was initially a Jewish community: a synagogue, a 

ritualarium, and the doorposts contain niches that are conducive to the 

placement of mezuzot.  

Nowadays, virtually any functioning orthodox Jewish community has at least 

these plus a (mini) Kollel and a Torah U’Mesora affiliated day school. A 

more sophisticated orthodox community will have Yeshiva and/or 

BaisYaakov High schools, its own bakery and, of course, a kosher pizza 

shop. But to show that this community really counts, it must have an eruv. 

And if it really wants to rank in the big leagues, it must be a controversial 

eruv. 

It is important to note that a controversial eruv is not truly a chareidi vs. 

NCOJ issue. The controversy is usually within the chareidi community; in 

other words, generally, all the NCOJs of the community support the eruv. 

The chareidim themselves are divided. Nevertheless, since the non-

supporters base their position on chareidi concerns and the NCOJs stand on 

one side while the other side is usually all chareidi, this can be viewed and 

studied as a chareidi issue. 

Many NCOJs are at a loss to understand why there ought to be any 

controversy over an eruv. After all, why should anybody object to a valid 

halachic mechanism to ease the spiritual burden of Sabbath observance by 

enabling the Jews to bear more physical burdens on the Sabbath? Moreover, 

if one is uncomfortable with the status of the eruv, he is free to ignore its 

existence and observe a pristine burden free Sabbath. It would seem that an 

eruv is an all gain no loss proposition. 

Not so simple. It seems that some eruvs come with strings attached. 

With this, I wish to relate from the little I know of the eruv of Hammerstone 

Hills. I say ‘from the little I know’ because I was not actively involved in the 

issue. I took the posture of laid-back bleacher bum spectator. My position 

was that I lived thirty some odd years without an eruv and I would be happy 

to live (at least) double that much more without one.
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1 I do not mind writing about an event with such a disclaimer. Sometimes it is more beneficial 

to examine an issue based on what under informed people think regardless of what may 

actually be true. 
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As big city eruvim became more and more commonplace, Natwich, and in 

particular, Hammerstone Hills, began to explore the feasibility of 

constructing its own. As it turned out, due to the existence of a river, elevated 

train tracks, and a high walled cemetery at the perimeter of the 

neighborhood, the feasibility test scored high marks. A rabbinic committee 

determined that an eruv can be constructed without the costly and 

complicated requirement of lockable gates. The usual voices of support and 

dissent were sounded and the matter became a bona fide community issue. 

Eventually, an eruv committee of laymen was formed under the guidance of 

three local Rabbis: Rabbi L., Rabbi K., and Rabbi Y. All three supported the 

construction of the eruv, yet from differing points of view. 

Rabbi L., sporting a large knitted kipa, could most likely be characterized as 

a modern orthodox rabbi. An exemplary product of the Bnei Akiva influence, 

he is very youthful, personable, and charismatic and can very artfully interact 

with all the religious elements in Natwich.  His synagogue is of the Young 

Israel genre and his constituency is the +/- thirty-something young parent, 

working class, highly social element that would benefit most from the 

existence of an eruv and suffer the most from its absence. His synagogue has 

the nicest social hall in the neighborhood and it is frequently in use, often by 

people who were members of other synagogues. 

This phenomenon and his personal views made him a natural candidate to 

lead the campaign on behalf of the NCOJ pro-eruv camp. 

Rabbi Y. couldn’t be more different.  

Hailing from a chassidic background in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, he is every 

bit a chareidi. He dresses the typical black and white, salt and pepper beard, 

short jacket during the week, long on Shabbat, all times with a gartel (prayer 

belt). Though American born, his speech attests to the fact that his parents 

did not speak to him much in English, if at all.  

He came to Natwich in the early seventies as the suitor of the only child of an 

elderly and very scholarly Polish rabbi. The elderly rabbi had a beautiful 

synagogue very centrally located in Hammerstone Hills with a seven-foot 

brick partition. Unfortunately, the elderly European rabbi lacked the 

charisma, diplomacy, and American style thinking that is necessary to 

maintain a following among young orthodox families. His became a 

congregation of old timers who didn’t need a ‘with it’ American rabbi. Of 

course this is a steadily decreasing breed. 

By the time Rabbi Y. took over the pulpit, there was not much of a 

congregation left to salvage, though he did try.  

The point of all this is that Rabbi Y. did not tend a flock that was particularly 

concerned about an eruv. Therefore, it is not for ‘professional’ reasons that 
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he endorsed the eruv. I believe that his feelings were that since it was rather 

inevitable that there would eventually be an eruv and that the natural 

landmarks gave the neighborhood a head start with some pre-existing 

halachically valid components, his involvement would help ensure that the 

eruv meets a higher level of halachic standards. To top it all off, Rabbi Y. 

himself had eight daughters and two sons.  

Whereas Rabbi Y. may be a throwback to the chareidi of yesterday, Rabbi K. 

is the paradigm of the chareidi of today. Born and raised in an all-American 

Jewish family in a different non-New York North American town with 

integrated community of Hebrews, he developed through the American 

Lakewood based yeshiva system - just like me (no wonder I call him the 

paradigm). He originally came to Natwich as a founding member of the local 

Kollel and eventually was hired as the rabbi of one of the most vibrant and 

socially active synagogues in Hammerstone Hills. Actually, detail for detail, 

his synagogue and congregation closely resembled Rabbi L.’s (it has the 

second nicest social hall). The underlying distinction was nothing more than 

the location; being 2/3 of a mile apart, membership was dictated mainly by 

which synagogue was closer.  Nevertheless, after the underlying distinction, 

there was yet the obvious difference that Rabbi L.’s leanings are with the 

Poel HaMizrachi school of thought and Rabbi K.’s are with Agudat Yisrael. 

As a result Rabbi L.’s congregants were predominantly, though not totally, of 

the Poel HaMizrachi viewpoint. Rabbi K.’s was quite an interesting, and I 

might say healthy, mix. This is because Rabbi K. was indeed blessed with the 

charisma, diplomacy, and American style thinking that Rabbi Y. and his 

father-in-law couldn’t muster. He was also able to convey a genuine sense of 

warmth and concern for all who approached him. Orthodox Jews of all 

descriptions flocked to his camp. 

In a few paragraphs I will arrive at the crux of the issues as they are 

explained by Rabbi S.. Rabbi S. represented the yeshiva-chareidi element in 

Hammerstone Hills and his explanations help us understand why this element 

was not supportive of the eruv. Non-supportive means that they did not wish 

to endorse it; they did nothing to interfere with or actively oppose the project. 

Rabbi K. identified very closely with this element. It is therefore a bit 

surprising that he was such a staunch supporter of the eruv to the extent that 

he served as one of the rabbinical tribunal on the committee. 

From what I understand, Rabbi K.’s reasoning was based on the following 

combination of circumstances: 

• Like Rabbi L., his congregation was comprised of many young families 

who would benefit socially from an eruv and suffer from its absence. It 

can be safely assumed that the congregation was overwhelmingly in 

favor.  
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• Like Rabbi Y., he agreed that the advent of the eruv was inevitable and 

that his involvement would help to ensure that it meets higher halachic 

standards. 

• Rabbi K. was on top of the demographic situation of greater Natwich. 

The chareidim of Natwich were concentrated in Hammerstone Hills and 

the adjacent neighborhood, Patricia Gardens. These neighborhoods 

reached the city limits, which were demarcated on one side by the 

aforementioned river. On the opposite side of the river were a number of 

suburbs, two of which in particular, Stantonville and Kiasoka, contain a 

substantial number of orthodox Jews but relatively few who can be 

described as chareidi. These neighborhoods had the allure of a suburban 

environment plus some religious and kosher establishments, not to 

mention their own eruvim. These neighborhoods offered stiff 

competition to Hammerstone Hills for the preferred living environment 

of NCOJs who are moving to Natwich from elsewhere, newlyweds, or 

even locals looking to relocate to nicer surroundings.  Rabbi K. felt that 

these wandering Jews had a better chance of spiritual growth in 

Hammerstone Hills and sincerely preferred them to settle there for their 

own benefit. He understood that when push comes to shove the existence 

of a local eruv would very likely be a deciding factor.  

The result of the above was a somewhat unexpected and maybe satirical 

situation where at least two of the three community rabbis who were actively 

promoting the project were undeniably chareidi. 

And now, for the voices of dissent.  

As I said earlier, the yeshiva-chareidi element did not actively oppose the 

project; there was no purpose to be ‘anti’ and divisive nor to stand in the way 

of the supporters. It merely displayed a passive, although conspicuous, non-

supportive position. 

This position was expounded by the head of the Kollel, Rabbi S. When the 

issue was informally breached at a study session, he explained that the issues 

that pertain to a community eruv could be divided into three aspects: 

• Halachic 

• Practical 

• Social 

The halachic aspect is the cut-and-dried factor of whether or not this 

mechanism is halachically valid. However, this issue is seldom cut and dried 

because different people maintain different standards. As for this specific 

case, on the one hand it is certainly possible to construct an eruv that can 

meet the standards of many well-accepted authorities (i.e., the rulings of 

Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Ztz”l). Conversely, that the eruv will be kosher l’kol 
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hadeot (like all - or, at least, the vast majority of - opinions) will not 

necessarily be the case.  

The second aspect is the practical ramification of the eruv. This means to 

evaluate the benefits versus the potential hazards to determine whether it is a 

good idea. There is only one true advantage to an eruv, and that is to enable 

people (usually of the female persuasion) to attend synagogue, social events, 

Shabbat meals, visits, and afternoon strolls with infants and small children. 

The danger is that some orthodox Jews who would normally observe the 

prohibition of carrying items on Shabbat are not sufficiently knowledgeable 

to the fact that opening an umbrella on Shabbat is a tolda (derivative) of a 

prime Shabbat prohibition. Additionally, some orthodox Jews would 

succumb to the temptation to engage in various activities that are not clearly 

prohibited on Shabbat (within a closed domain such as that provided by an 

eruv) but which, at the very least, surely negate the reverence of Shabbat, 

such as riding bicycles, roller blades and skateboards, and playing basketball 

or tennis at the local park. The issue then becomes whether or not the single 

primary benefit outweighs the potential hazards.  

Included in this category is a hybrid of the halachic and practical aspects, 

which would apply to all eruv users regardless of their level of piety. That is 

the concern that, if the eruv should become invalid, whether there would be a 

proper system of notifying the community of the situation and avoiding 

serious transgressions.  

The third aspect, the social one, is an extension of the other two. Once the 

halachic and practical aspects of the issue create a divergence of opinions, 

the eruv metamorphoses into a social yardstick used to measure the level of 

observance and pigeonhole the members of the community. Sadly enough, 

snap judgments are made as to the ‘piety’ level of families based solely on 

whether or not they use the eruv. This has been known to affect shiduchim 

(matches) and admissions to schools and yeshivot. Of course, there are 

abundant other yardsticks, such as headgear (men’s and women’s) and other 

garb, kashrus standards (let’s not forget gebroks), televisions and computers, 

occupations, the list goes on. It can be argued that some of these yardsticks 

have some degree of validity (though I would rule out gebroks), particularly, 

in conjunction with bona fide acquaintance with the subject(s). Still, none of 

these yardsticks can be considered accurate by themselves and, as a rule, 

most of them are overused and abused. Clearly, we are better off without 

them. Heaven knows, there are enough of them and it would be a shame to 

add another one (a relatively weak one at that, in my opinion) to the list. 

Indeed, the social divergence issue of a community eruv is so ubiquitous that, 

very recently, a humorous recording was released that parodied some 

previous popular Jewish/English recordings. One parody describes two boys 

who were good friends until the terrible ‘calamity’ that befell the community. 
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It built an eruv. Consequently, the boys were ‘forced’ to terminate their 

friendship because their families stood on opposing sides of the issue. The 

irony is that, oft-times, a community eruv does more to divide a community 

than to unite it - its intended purpose. It can create more social strife than 

social intercourse.
2
 

This is essentially how Rabbi S. explained the aspects of the issue. To 

summarize, in the view of the yeshiva-chareidi community, an eruv can be 

worthy of support only if it unequivocally helps the community in Torah 

observance and does not come at the price of any type of communal discord. 

Unfortunately, in most large communities these aspirations are far from 

being unequivocal. 

It should be noted that these concerns were not ignored by the endorsing 

rabbis. At least Rabbi Y. and assumedly Rabbi K. made their endorsements 

contingent on the understanding that the Eruv Committee would police the 

community to ensure that the eruv is not abused by irreverent conduct. 

This is not to say that there was no element that was actively opposed. There 

was a group of learned Jews whose approach to halachic issues echoed the 

style and strict leanings of the venerable Brisk dynasty. They quite vocally 

opposed the eruv project predominately on halachic grounds. The main 

argument, among others, was that the population density of the proposed area 

meets the most far-reaching definition of a Rishut HaRabim D’Orayta (a 

public domain by Torah standards). Assuming this is true, even the opinions 

of Rabbi Feinstein would concede that a valid eruv is possible only if 

lockable gates are used. This, in conjunction with other halachic objections, 

propagated their stand that the community eruv is not feasible. 

This group felt so strongly about their position that they distributed leaflets 

calling for the project to be abandoned. Additionally, there were some 

attempts to actively interfere with the construction.  

Despite this, and, as expected, the project moved forward and the eruv 

became a reality. Strollers and tallit bags were now common sights on the 

streets of Hammerstone Hills on Shabbat, along with a few sightings of 

umbrellas and basketballs. 

I have already stated that I did not take an active role in this issue (I also was 

blessed with a sociable wife and small children). And, as we have seen, this 

is an issue where even chareidim can go either way. Indeed, I considered 

Rabbi K. my personal Rabbi and my father has always been a member, 

benefactor, and steady worshiper in Rabbi Y’s synagogue. Rabbi Y. actually 

lived a few doors away from me at the time. Nevertheless, since my 

                                                      
2 This phenomenon was likewise parodied by Martin Davidson in his release, Rechnitzer 

Rejects Vol. 8 in a satirical lecture intended to spoof Rabbi Paysach J. Krohn. 
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allegiance was with the Lithuanian style Kollel community of Hammerstone 

Hills, I deferred to that viewpoint. 

Life resumed normally in Hammerstone Hills until approximately three years 

later when Rabbi Y. suddenly announced that he is rescinding his 

endorsement on the eruv and disassociating himself from all further 

involvement. Eyebrows were raised at this unexpected turn of events 

although the strollers kept strolling and the basketballs kept bouncing. 

Rabbi Y. reserved comment until the following Shabbat whereupon he 

ascended the pulpit in his synagogue and said the following: 

It is true that I am rescinding my endorsement of the eruv and I 

have been asked to explain my position. My actions are based on 

the following three considerations: 

Firstly, when the eruv was first planned, we were demanding that it 

conform to acceptable halachic standards. We knew that we 

wouldn’t satisfy the Briskers, but we also knew that it would not 

be difficult to adhere to the standards of Rabbi Moshe Feinstein. 

The eruv was designed and constructed on this basis and all was 

well and good. Subsequently, however, when there were breaches 

in the structure that required immediate repair, the matter was 

neglected. Instead of declaring the eruv temporarily non-

operational the matter was ignored and rationalized on the basis of 

halachic leniencies of which Rabbi Feinstein would not approve. 

The upshot is that although the eruv was constructed according to 

the standards of Rabbi Feinstein it is not being maintained 

according to those standards. 

Secondly, in the planning stages, the issue was raised concerning 

the likelihood of enabling community members to rely on the eruv 

to carry umbrellas, ride bicycles, and play games in the parks. The 

committee assured me that they would not allow such abuse and 

that if such practices persist they will see to it that the situation is 

properly addressed. It was based on this assurance that I gave my 

endorsement. Ever since the eruv went up, such abuses have been 

taking place. I approached the committee and proclaimed that it 

behooves them to, at the very least, issue a mailing that formally 

objects to the abuse and demands that it be discontinued. The 

committee responded that the project operates on a very tight 

budget and that the cost of a special full scale mailing for this sole 

purpose is prohibitive. They suggested that instead of a special 

mailing they will delay until the upcoming annual fundraising 

mailing in July and they will include a letter of admonition in that 

mailing. I reluctantly agreed to this suggestion.  

Well, July came and went and the mailing went and came and 

there was no letter of admonition. I approached the committee and 

demanded to know why they did not comply with our agreement. 
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They responded, “We did not want to make a ruckus”. It seems 

that the committee is very quick to reassure us that they will not 

condone abuse of the eruv; yet, when the circumstances compel 

just that, they will look the other way because they ‘don’t want to 

make a ruckus’. 

The third reason is, that recently, there has been talk of joining the 

eruv of Hammerstone Hills with those of Stantonville and Kiasoka 

to create one large enclosed zone. But a chain is only as strong as 

its weakest link. From a halachic perspective, the other eruvim are 

far inferior to the one in Hammerstone Hills and I am not willing 

to endorse them. If this project becomes a reality, my endorsement 

of the local eruv will be seen as an ipso facto endorsement of the 

eruvim in the other neighborhoods and I cannot allow that.  

For these reasons, I feel it is imperative that I terminate my 

involvement in the local eruv. 

I personally was quite impressed by what Rabbi Y. had to say. Actually, I 

had never heard him speak so coherently. But something else impressed me. 

He said that there are three factors that brought him to this decision. The first 

factor relates to the halachic integrity of the eruv. The second factor 

addresses the practical usage of the eruv. The third involves the social 

standing of the eruv. Item for item, the problems match the issues expressed 

by the non-supporters. 

Chalk one up for Rabbi S. 

 


