“Engagement”
Frequently Asked Shaylos
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Is engagement a ‘thing’ in Judaism?
There is a concept in the Torah called eirusin or betrothal. It is described in Devarim
22:23-24
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In the case of a virgin who is engaged to someone —if another man comes upon her in
town and lies with her,
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you shall take the two of them out to the gate of that town and stone them to death:
the girl because she did not cry for help in the town, and the man because he violated
his neighbor’s wife. Thus you will sweep away evil from your midst.

It is clear from here that it is considered a stage of marriage. There was another
ceremony called nisuim which when the couple would be under a canopy together and
begin to live together. It used to be that the eirusin was done around a year in advance
of the nisuim. The practice today it to combine both ceremonies under the chuppa.

How is the stage achieved?
The Mishna in Kiddushin 2a explains there are 3 ways to execute eirusin:
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MISHNA: A woman is acquired by, i.e., becomes betrothed to, a man to be his wife
in three ways, and she acquires herself, i.e., she terminates her marriage, in two
ways. The mishna elaborates: She is acquired through money, through a
document, and through sexual intercourse.

We do not employ the 3™ method in practice as the Shulchan Aruch EH 26:4 explains:
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The woman is betrothed in 3 ways; with money, a document or with intimate
relations, as learned from the Torah, but our sages prohibited betrothal by having
relations because of impropriety.

We perform the eirusin ceremony under the chupa with the ring giving, prior to the final
step called nisuim which involves the couple under the canopy or shared garment and
then secluding themselves for a few minutes. It used to be that eirusin would be done
and then there would be a break of up till a year for the couple to prepare themselves
and then nisuim.

If so, does the idea of engagement count at all today?

Yes. It is another stage in the process which needs to happen at the beginning of the
relationship before the wedding. It is called in halacha ‘shidduchin.’

TB Kiddushin 12b
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The Gemara explains that Rav would flog a man for betrothing a woman in the
marketplace, because this is disrespectful and crude, and for betrothing a woman
through sexual intercourse, as it is unsavory to invite witnesses to observe a man
and woman enter a room to engage in intercourse. And he would also flog a man for
betrothing a woman without an arrangement [shiddukhei], i.e., if he did not
discuss betrothal with the woman before betrothing her. Each of these acts is
considered indecent behavior.
This is reflected in halacha in Shulchan Aruch EH 26:4
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Even if he betrothed her with money or with a document and they did not arrange the
marriage agreement beforehand or he betrothed her in the market place, he receives
rabbinically decreed whiplashes and she is still betrothed. Rem"a: There are those
who say that we don't give whiplashes if he betrothed her with money or a document,
even in the market and without any arrangement and in my life, I never saw someone
given whiplashes for becoming betrothed without arrangement.

What arrangements are involved in this?
Rashi, Kiddushin 13a, explains his asking her to marry him, and her agreeing.
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TB Kiddushin 9b explains that it refers to arranging how much each family is committing
to the wedding and marriage:
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The Gemara raises an objection from a mishna (Bava Batra 167b) against the
opinion that she is betrothed if the document was written without her consent. One
writes documents of betrothal and marriage only with the consent of both the
man and woman. What, is the mishna not referring to actual documents of
betrothal and marriage, which indicates that the document must be written with
the woman’s consent? The Gemara rejects this proof: No, this is referring to
documents of stipulation, which contain the details of the dowry. And this
statement is in accordance with that which Rav Giddel says that Rav says.
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As Rav Giddel says that Rav says: If the father of one member of the couple says to
the father of the other: How much are you giving to your son? And he answers:
Such and such, and adds: How much are you giving to your daughter? And the
other responds: Such and such, then if they, the couple, subsequently arose and
became betrothed, they acquire everything that was promised. These are the
matters that are acquired through speech, and they do not require an act of
acquisition. The documents of betrothal mentioned here that require the woman’s
consent are those which contain this type of monetary obligation, not actual
documents of betrothal.

Does anything else need to happen?
Yes. The custom is for the groom to give his fiancée sivlonos, or gifts.
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Mishna, Bava Basra 9:5 describes given from groom to bride in the interim period.
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With regard to one who sends presents [sivionot] to his father-in-law’s house
following his betrothal, even if he sent there the sum of ten thousand dinars and
subsequently ate there a groom’s feast even worth the value of a single dinar, if
for any reason the marriage is not effected, the presents are not collected in return
by the formerly betrothed man. If he did not eat a groom’s feast there, the
presents are collected, as they were not an unconditional gift. If he sent many
presents with the stipulation that they return with her to her husband’s house,
i.e., to his own house, after the wedding, these are collected if the marriage is not
effected. If he sent a few presents for her to use while in her father’s house,
they are not collected.

What does it need to be?
Rashbam, Bava Basra 146a explains that after eirusin the groom would send gifts of
jewelry and cloths to her.
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The Ramo, EH 45:1 explains that the gifts given after engagement are not considered an
issue of looking like eirusin since that is usually done later and certainly if there were no
witnesses to the gift giving.
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Does it need to be a ring?
No. The cultural expectation is a diamond ring. That it not necessary for engagement
and one should certainly not spend beyond their means on this.

Are there any ceremonies connected to it?
Yes. There is a ceremony of conditions which each side commits to in planning the
wedding.
Shulchan Aruch EH 50:6
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When one wishes to make assurances for a marriage promise, one should make them
in a manner that they are not asmakhta (based on unlikely future events). That is, one
makes a document from this [party] that he owes his friend a maneh, and afterwards
he obligates himself a maneh (making a condition with the father of the bride) that if
the marriage promise is fulfilled and he enters into the marriage canopy with this
woman to whom he is promised, the debt is forgiven, and afterwards they make a
document that his friend is obligated a maneh to the other, and make a condition with
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him that if he brings his daughter into the marriage canopy with the man to whom she
is promised, the debt will be forgiven, and they place these two documents in the
hand of a third. Rema: Some say that any fines one makes regarding marriage
promises are unproblematic from the perspective of asmakhta (Tosafot ch. What is
neshekh and the Rosh, Nedarim ch. 4). And similarly, the widespread custom is to
collect fines that one makes regarding marriage promises, as will be explained in
Hoshen Mishpat 207.

Who needs to be there?

Taz, EH 50 sk 11, explains that to avoid there being the concern that this is just an
empty promise, notables of the city are invited to add gravitas to the agreement.
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What else needs to happen?

The custom is to break a plate. Why?
The Sefer Taamei Haminhagim, page 411 explains:
a. It is to remind people of the fragility and passing nature of life so they should not
run after their material lusts.
b. It is to show that a broken tenaim cannot be fixed.
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What does the tenaim look like?
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Is that what we do today?

Outside the Chassidic community, the practice has been to avoid making the tenaim at
the beginning of the engagement because of the concern of breaking them.

Thus, we move the tenaim to just before the kiddushin itself.
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Instead, the night of the engagement, people have a smaller I'’chaim with family and if
they decide to make a bigger celebration, they host a ‘vort’ in which a Dvar Torah is said
along with dancing and a meal.

What are things that need to be taken care of during the engagement?

Yes. Besides all the many wedding arrangements, one needs to be sure that one pays
the shadchan.

The Shulchan Aruch CM 185:10 treats the Shadchan as any other agent to which one
owes a fee for the service.
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Are there protocols for seeing each other?

There is no halachik prescription here but there are many who suggest discretion in
creating ‘gedarim’ or boundaries. This means that a groom and bride are not seeing
each other all the time. It can once or twice a week or whatever makes sense over the
period of their engagement. Engagement is not full marriage so physical contact is not
allowed. Being with someone one wants to spend the rest of their life with and not being
able to express that physically can be challenging, and it is a good idea to build in
appropriate boundaries.

How should we treat the period of engagement?

When the prophet Hoshea 2:21-22 describes Hashem'’s willingness to take back the
nation of Israel after her infidelity, it describes His commitment in the terms of an eternal
engagement.
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And I will espouse you forever:
I will espouse you with righteousness and justice,
And with goodness and mercy,
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And I will espouse you with faithfulness;
Then you shall be devoted to GOD.
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