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Introduction 

We are incredibly proud to present this year's Matmidot Journal, 

the product of a year-long process of learning, research, and 

reflection by the 5782 Matmidot Scholars cohort at Midreshet 

Lindenbaum. The Matmidot Scholars Program is an innovative 

initiative aimed at enhancing the learning, writing, and leadership 

skills of an exceptional group of students. Each Monday night, the 

Matmidot meet a different figure who has made a significant 

impact. This year's Matmidot had the privilege to learn and meet 

personally with a wide variety of scholars and leaders, including 

Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander, Rabbanit Michelle Cohen Farber, Rav 

Yosef Tzvi Rimon, Rabbi Shlomo Riskin, Rav David Stav, Dr. Yael 

Ziegler, and many more. 

In addition, a key feature of the program is training this talented 

group of students to research and produce high-quality Torah 

articles. Each Matmida is paired with a faculty mentor who aids and 

guides her throughout her research and writing. This Journal is the 

product of the Matmidot Scholars’ year-long intensive work.  

At Midreshet Lindenbaum, we believe in encouraging our 

students to think critically and independently. As such, they 

occasionally follow paths of thought or reach conclusions that are 

not in line with our own. We continue to embrace them, to be proud 

of them, and even to publish their work in the hope that it will spark 

further thought, research, and discussion ולהאדירה תורה להגדיל .  

With gratitude to Hashem, 

Rabbanit Sally Mayer 

Rosh Midrasha 

Rabbanit Nomi Berman 

Rosh Beit Midrash 

Rabbanit Dena Rock 

Matmidot Coordinator 
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Flora and Family 
An In-Depth Analysis of the Dudaim 

Story 
Abigail Kogan 

Tucked away in Chapter 30 of sefer Bereishit is a very curious, and 

oftentimes overlooked, story. Spanning only three pesukim (Bereishit 

30:14-16), the peculiar tale of the dudaim and the transaction 

surrounding them unfolds. Though this story may seem short and 

strange, upon careful analysis, it provides key insights into the 

personalities of Rachel, Leah, Reuven, and Yaakov and the 

relationships between them.  

The story of the dudaim is inserted within the list of the births of 

Yaakov’s many children found in chapters 29-30 of Bereishit. 

Reuven, the eldest child of Yaakov and Leah, takes initiative: 

ּמֹו  א ֹאָתם ֶאל־לֵָּאה אִּ ַוָיבֵּ ים ַבָשֶדה  ְמָצא דּוָדאִּ ַויִּ ים  טִּ יר־חִּ י ְקצִּ ימֵּ ן בִּ ַויֵֶּלְך ְראּובֵּ
י ְבנְֵּך׃  ּדּוָדאֵּ י מִּ י־ָנא לִּ ל ֶאל־לֵָּאה ְתנִּ  ַוֹתאֶמר ָרחֵּ

ן  ל ָלכֵּ י ַוֹתאֶמר ָרחֵּ י ְבנִּ י ְוָלַקַחת ַגם ֶאת־ּדּוָדאֵּ ישִּ ְך ֶאת־אִּ ַוֹתאֶמר ָלּה ַהְמַעט ַקְחתֵּ
י ְבנְֵּך׃  ָּמְך ַהַלְיָלה ַתַחת ּדּוָדאֵּ ְשַכב עִּ  יִּ

י שָ  כִּ ָתבֹוא  ַלי  אֵּ ַוֹתאֶמר  ְקָראתֹו  לִּ לֵָּאה  א  צֵּ ַותֵּ ָבֶעֶרב  ן־ַהָשֶדה  מִּ ַיֲעֹקב  ֹכר ַוָיֹבא 
ָּמּה ַבַלְיָלה הּוא׃  ְשַכב עִּ י ַויִּ י ְבנִּ יָך ְבדּוָדאֵּ  ְשַכְרתִּ

Reuven went out in the days of the wheat harvest, and he found 
dudaim in the field, and he brought them to Leah, his mother. 
And Rachel said to Leah, “Please give me some of the dudaim of 
your son.”  

She [Leah] said to her, “Was it not enough that you took my 
husband that now you would also take my son’s dudaim?” 
Rachel said, “Therefore, he will sleep with you tonight in place 
of your son’s dudaim.” 

Yaakov came from the field in the evening, and Leah went out 
to greet him, and she said, “You will come to me because I 
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acquired you with my son’s dudaim.” And he lay with her that 

night.1 

Bereishit 30:14-16 

What Are the Dudaim?  

The first question that begs to be asked when approaching these 

pesukim is: What are dudaim? Any interpretation must also make 

sense of the following baffling features of the narrative:2 Why does 

Reuven pick specifically dudaim for his mother? Why does Rachel 

want them so desperately? Why does Leah get so angry at Rachel’s 

request for them? And why does Leah ultimately agree to exchange 

her son’s dudaim for an extra night with Yaakov? The traditional 

commentators struggled with these questions and sought to identify 

the plant, to understand why it plays such a pivotal role, and to 

grasp what motivates each of the characters in the story. The 

commentators divide into three camps regarding how they 

approach this narrative, each with strengths and weaknesses. 

Approach #1: Sweet-Smelling Flowers 

The first camp of commentators, Ramban,3 Shadal,4 and Ibn Ezra5 

among them, base their interpretation on the one other mention of 

dudaim in Tanach. In Shir HaShirim 7:14, it says:  ַיח ים ָנְתנּו־רֵּ  The - ַהּדּוָדאִּ

dudaim give off fragrance. Since that is the only other instance in 

Tanach in which dudaim are mentioned, and since fragrance is the 

only characteristic delineated there, commentators in this camp 

conclude that fragrance must be the most salient feature of dudaim. 

 
1 All translations are the author’s. 
2 There are many more questions and puzzling elements in this story. Just a few 

are highlighted here. 
3 Ramban Bereishit 30:14. 
4 Shadal Bereishit 30:14. 
5 Ibn Ezra Bereishit 30:14. 
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They claim that Reuven went into the field, found beautiful, 

aromatic flowers, and brought them to his mother, Leah, as a 

present. They also explain that Rachel wanted these flowers and 

was willing to trade a night with Yaakov to obtain them because of 

their beauty and fragrance.  

Basing the interpretation of dudaim on the only other time they 

appear in Tanach is quite compelling. However, a weakness of this 

approach is understanding Leah and Rachel’s argument. Why 

would either of the sisters fight so fervently over nice-smelling 

flowers?  

One could claim that they are not arguing over the dudaim 

themselves, but over what they represent. The dudaim perfectly 

encapsulate the notion of the love a son has for his mother.6 Reuven 

brings these flowers to his mother, almost like a son bringing home 

a picture painted at school to a beaming mother who hangs it on the 

refrigerator for all to see. Rachel, desperate for even a hint of 

motherhood, asks Leah to share her son’s gift. For Leah, it is 

inconceivable that Rachel would try to take away her enjoyment 

from the only thing she feels she has going for her - her children.  

Approach #2: Aphrodisiac 

The second camp agrees that the key to deciphering the identity 

of the dudaim lies in the Shir HaShirim reference. However, rather 

than concentrate on the specific characteristic highlighted there, 

these commentators focus on the larger context of Shir HaShirim, 

namely, that it is a love story. The commentators who subscribe to 

 
6 Professor Yonatan Grossman mentions this, as well, in his article on the 

Virtual Beit Midrash - https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-
Bereishit/parashat-vayeitze/vayetze-and-he-found-mandrakes-field, accessed 
on November 4, 2021. 

https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayeitze/vayetze-and-he-found-mandrakes-field
https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayeitze/vayetze-and-he-found-mandrakes-field
https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayeitze/vayetze-and-he-found-mandrakes-field
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Approach #2, including Seforno7 and Rabbeinu Bachya,8 conclude 

that the dudaim are an aphrodisiac. The dudaim catch Reuven’s eye 

and he brings them home to his mother, whose love he is trying to 

hold on to, especially since he’s competing with three younger 

siblings.9 Leah, the unloved wife,10 is desperate to get her hands on 

a “love potion” that might help her finally get the attention of her 

husband. Rachel fights Leah for these dudaim and eventually 

succeeds in getting them from her. 

One of the greatest strengths of this reading is that it explains the 

motivations behind Leah wanting the dudaim so desperately. She 

longs for Yaakov’s love and has not achieved it thus far, so she turns 

to the aphrodisiacal dudaim for assistance. An additional strength is 

that this approach, like the first one, bases itself on the reference in 

Shir HaShirim. 

A weakness with this reading, however, concerns both Reuven 

and Rachel. Does Reuven, a young child, know about the 

aphrodisiac qualities of these flowers? And even if he does, is he 

getting involved in his mother’s love life? One could respond that it 

is possible that in ancient societies, children were attuned to plants 

and their uses, in the same way that children nowadays are 

technologically savvy. Concerning Reuven meddling in his 

mother’s affairs, as mentioned previously, perhaps he is trying to 

use the dudaim as a means for himself to attain his mother’s love, not 

to help her in attaining Yaakov’s. 

For Rachel, it seems unclear what her motivation for desiring the 

dudaim is. She has Yaakov’s love. Why would she ask Leah for them 

 
7 Seforno Bereishit 30:14. 
8 Rabbeinu Bachya Bereishit 30:14. 
9 Five if one includes Zilpa’s children (his mother’s maidservant), and seven if 

one includes Bilha’s children (Rachel’s maidservant). 
10 Bereishit 29:31. 
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and, even more than that, trade away a night with Yaakov for an 

aphrodisiac that she doesn’t need? In addition, why would Leah 

ultimately agree to trade them away? 

A possible solution to this requires a bit of conjecture. Perhaps 

Leah believes that it is worthwhile to let go of the dudaim and their 

potential to increase her husband’s love in exchange for an actual 

night with him. Perhaps Leah is a pragmatic person who calculates 

that if her goal is to attain Yaakov’s love, her chances of achieving 

this increase more by having an extra night with him than by 

holding on to some magical love plant. As for Rachel, the only thing 

she has over Leah is Yaakov’s love. When Leah starts encroaching 

on Rachel's territory, so to speak, by seeking to attain Yaakov’s love, 

Rachel cannot allow it. Leah dares to want children and Yaakov’s 

love? Rachel is possessive of Yaakov’s love and she makes the trade 

because she is desperate to keep the dudaim away from Leah. 

Approach #3: Fertility Herb 

Those in the third camp, namely Seforno,11 Malbim,12 and 

Ralbag,13 claim that the dudaim are plants whose roots (and perhaps 

other parts) were commonly used medicinally to help with 

conception.14 While the textual evidence for the dudaim being 

 
11 Seforno Bereishit 30:14. I listed Seforno in both camps 2 and 3 because he cites 

both possibilities – aphrodisiac and fertility drug. He also briefly references 
their fragrance so he actually mentions all three possibilities.  

12 Malbim Bereishit 30:14. 
13 Ralbag Bereishit 30:14. 
14 The notion that the dudaim, or mandrakes as they’re usually translated, had 

fertility properties was not invented by the Jewish commentators who read 
this story. In a paper published in the Journal of the Royal College of 
Physicians of Edinburgh (Volume 36: Issue 3, 2006), M.R. Lee claims, “From 
the mists of antiquity its [mandrake’s] association with magic, demons and 
fertility ensured that it was regarded with fear, loathing and fascination” 
(p.284). A bbc.com article describes mandrakes as follows: “The plant grows 
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fertility-related might not be as strong as that supporting the theory 

of aphrodisiac or sweet-smelling flowers, the narrative flow and 

characters’ behavior make much more sense with this 

interpretation. Reuven finds these plants in the field and presents 

them to his mother. At first glance, it would seem that Leah would 

have no use for a fertility plant because she already has four sons. 

However, upon closer look, it makes a lot of sense that Leah would 

be anxious to keep a fertility enhancer. The chapter right before the 

dudaim story ends with the words  ֶלֶדת מִּ  and she stopped - ַוַתֲעֹמד 

bearing.15 Leah, whose whole persona can be summed up by her role 

as a mother, is suddenly rendered infertile and she is left aching for 

more children. Additionally, Leah explicitly believes that her 

husband’s love is contingent upon her having children. The 

explanation she gives for her choice of Levi’s name is,   ָלֶוה ַעָתה ַהַפַעם יִּ

ים י לֹו ְשֹלָשה ָבנִּ י־ָיַלְדתִּ ַלי כִּ י אֵּ ישִּ  now my husband will become attached to - אִּ

me because I have borne for him three sons.16 However, after having four 

sons consecutively, her plan to gain her husband’s affection hits a 

bump - she stops bearing. She becomes desperate for even more 

children and in the pesukim immediately prior to the dudaim 

narrative, even resorts to giving her handmaiden, Zilpa, to Yaakov, 

so as to have two more sons through her, Gad and Asher.17 With this 

background, it makes sense that even though she already has four 

sons, Leah is in fact determined to keep her son’s fertility-enhancing 

dudaim. Rachel’s persistent attempts to obtain them also make 

perfect sense according to this interpretation. She has been barren 

 
in arid areas around the Mediterranean and Middle East where it has been 
used as a hallucinogen, painkiller, aphrodisiac and fertility drug for thousands 
of years.” (https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-33506081) 

15 Bereishit 29:35. 
16 Bereishit 29:34. Similarly, she names her firstborn Reuven because   י־ָרָאה  יקוק כִּ
י  ישִּ אִּ י  ֶיֱאָהַבנִּ ַעָתה  י  כִּ י   God has seen my affliction, now my husband will – ְבעְׇניִּ
love me (Bereishit 29:32). 

17 Bereishit 30:9-13. 
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for many years and is understandably desperate to get her hands on 

the dudaim in the hopes they will help her finally conceive. In fact, 

interpreting the dudaim as fertility-related explains why Rachel 

desires the dudaim even more desperately than Leah and is the sister 

who ultimately ends up with them. 

A difficulty with this reading,18 however, lies with Reuven. 

Similar to the issues raised against Approach #2, does he, a young 

child, know that the dudaim are a fertility plant? And even if he does, 

is he getting involved in the personal affairs of his mother and 

father, meddling with such audacity? Seforno19 argues that Reuven 

was in fact aware of the dudaim’s fertility-enhancing properties, and 

he praises Reuven’s intelligence and righteousness for knowing to 

bring some to his mother, even at such a young age.  

Suggested New Approach - Utilizing All Three Camps  

I would like to suggest a different approach for how to read and 

understand this story. Rather than follow the path of previous 

commentators who each choose one interpretation of what the 

dudaim are and then interpret the entire story through that lens, I 

believe that all three options are occurring simultaneously in the 

narrative; the dudaim possess all three properties and each 

character sees in them what he or she most longs for.  

In other words, the three approaches are not mutually exclusive. 

Dudaim can very well be beautiful, aromatic flowers that have an 

aphrodisiac effect, whose roots have conception properties. The 

 
18 Commentators in the first camp, who hold that the dudaim relate only to 

aroma, dismiss the second camp’s theory of the dudaim as herbal fertility plants 
on two bases: 1) children come from Hashem, and not through medicine, and 
2) if they did have conceptional powers, why didn't Rachel become pregnant 
after receiving the dudaim in her trade with Leah? Both these points will be 
addressed in the section titled “Rachel and the Dudaim’s Role.” 

19 Seforno on Bereishit 30:14. 
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dudaim’s role is to reflect what each of the characters feels is most 

lacking in his or her life. Reuven longs to give his mother a sweet 

gift so he’s drawn to pretty, sweet-smelling flowers, in line with 

Approach #1. Leah wants nothing more than for her husband to 

love her, so in her eyes, the aphrodisiac quality of the dudaim is what 

looms large, as suggested by Approach #2. Rachel, who is barren 

and desperately yearns for children, sees in the dudaim a fertility 

plant, falling in line with Approach #3. 

Character-by-Character Analysis 

The characters in this story are Reuven, Rachel, Leah, and 

Yaakov, and, as in most biblical stories, the underlying presence of 

Hashem. What makes this story so captivating and multi-layered is 

that each of these characters is complex and has different 

motivations driving them. 

Reuven – Approach #1: Sweet-Smelling Flowers 

I believe that Reuven, being a child and not knowing of the 

alleged medicinal traits of this plant, brings the dudaim home 

because of their colorful flowers and fragrant smell (Approach #1).  

Reuven is the first child of Yaakov’s first wife, who is the eldest 

of two sisters. There should be no doubt that he is the firstborn, the 

bechor, who should be the leader of the family after Yaakov, and who 

will continue the legacy of his father and forefathers. However, as 

is apparent from the rest of Reuven’s trajectory in Bereishit, and the 

overarching patterns found in Tanach, the de jure bechor seldom 

becomes the de facto one. In other words, the biological firstborn 

rarely inherits the role of family leader. This is proven, even in these 
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very pesukim, with Leah. Leah and Reuven are both bechorot20 who 

never receive the proper status they might claim to deserve.  

The similarities between them lead to an interesting dynamic 

that plays out in this story. Reuven goes out into the field and brings 

the dudaim home to his mother. It is unclear how old Reuven is in 

this story. Seforno claims that he must be around four or five,21 

which can be deduced from the number of younger siblings he has 

at this point - Shimon, Levi, and Yehuda born from Leah, and Gad 

and Asher born from Zilpa after Leah realizes she is no longer 

bearing children.  

Reuven is depicted by Professor Y. Grossman22 as a child who 

silently watches the anguish of his mother, desperate to alleviate her 

pain, possibly because he shares some of her pain as one who is 

constantly overlooked. He goes out into the field and brings his 

mother these beautiful, fragrant flowers in the hope of cheering her 

up. 

Leah – Approach #2: Aphrodisiac  

Leah’s primary aspiration is to gain the love of her husband, so 

when she looks at dudaim, she sees their aphrodisiac potential.  

 
20 Leah isn’t necessarily the bechora, nor is the concept of bechor really applicable 

to women in Tanach. However, the root ב.כ.ר is applied to her in Bereishit 29:26. 
Perhaps Leah views herself as the “bechora” because she is the elder sister, the 
first wife, and the mother of the most children to Yaakov. 

21 Yaakov lives in Lavan’s household for twenty years - the first seven years are 
spent working to marry Rachel, the next seven are spent married to Leah and 
Rachel while working for Rachel again. After Yosef is born, he wants to leave 
and go back to Eretz Yisrael but Lavan convinces him to stay for an additional 
six years. Since Yosef is the last child born in Lavan’s household and the six 
years only start after Yosef is born, Yaakov’s first twelve children were born in 
seven years. Reuven has to be at least four and no older than seven, but is 
probably on the younger side. 

22 Grossman, ibid. 
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Leah has stopped bearing children, which she has always 

believed to be the key to Yaakov’s love. After failing to obtain his 

affection even after birthing four of her own children and an 

additional two through her maidservant, she feels the need to seek 

another method. Maybe it’s time for her to turn to romance through 

aphrodisiacal flowers to gain her husband’s adoration. 

When Rachel asks for Reuven’s dudaim, Leah reacts by saying, 

י י ְבנִּ י ְוָלַקַחת ַגם ֶאת־ּדּוָדאֵּ ישִּ ְך ֶאת־אִּ  Was it not enough that you - ַהְמַעט ַקְחתֵּ

took my husband that now you would also take my son’s dudaim?23 For 

Leah, Rachel is constantly swooping in and stealing her thunder. 

Leah marries Yaakov and, immediately after, Yaakov marries 

Rachel whom he loves more than Leah.24 Even though Leah is 

having child after child, she remains the second wife, the unloved 

wife. Leah’s only advantage over her sister is children.  

And yet, Leah does trade the dudaim away. This raises the 

seemingly obvious question: If Leah starts off ardently protesting 

Rachel taking her dudaim, why does she end up making the trade? 

As suggested above, it seems that Leah is, fundamentally, a rational, 

pragmatic person. She desperately wants the love of her husband 

and initially hopes to obtain it through the aphrodisiacal dudaim. But 

when given the choice between a potentially magical love potion 

and an extra night with her husband, she chooses the more sensible 

option as her best hope for attaining Yaakov’s love. 

Rachel – Approach #3: Fertility 

Rachel sees in the dudaim the key to hopefully ending her 

agonizing barrenness. 

 
23 Bereishit 30:15. 
24 Ibid 29:30. 
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Up until this point, we have not seen Rachel turn to Hashem or 

mention Him at all,25 whereas Leah prays to Hashem, or at least 

includes references to YKVK in the names of her children.26 The 

contrast becomes much starker when comparing Rachel to Sarah 

and Rivka. When Sarah has no children with Avraham, she 

recognizes that YKVK is the reason for this27 and suggests that 

Avraham have a child with Hagar. When Rivka is struggling 

through a difficult pregnancy, she goes out to seek YKVK.28 Previous 

matriarchs, when confronted with fertility and pregnancy issues, 

recognize Hashem’s hand in it, whereas Rachel seems to ignore 

God’s role. 

Rachel’s frustration at not becoming pregnant finally explodes at 

Yaakov when she shouts at him, י ָתה ָאֹנכִּ ן מֵּ ם־ַאיִּ ים ְואִּ י ָבנִּ  Give - ָהָבה־לִּ

me children, and if not, I will die!29 Yaakov’s response is puzzling and 

concerning on many levels. He becomes enraged at Rachel for 

blaming him and retorts,   ים  ֲהַתַחת י  ֱאֹלקִּ ֶטןָאֹנכִּ י־ָבָֽ ְך ְפרִּ ּמֵּ ֲאֶשר־ָמַנע מִּ  - Am 

I in place of God who has withheld children from your womb?!30 How 

 
25 It’s important to point out that when Rachel has two children, Dan and Naftali, 

through her maidservant, Bilha, she names them using the term “Elokim.” 
Unlike YKVK, Elokim is not specific to the Hebrew God. Rachel acknowledges 
the presence of some higher being, but it isn’t specifically YKVK until the birth 
of Yosef. When she names Yosef, she first says:   י  אלקיםָאַסף ֶאת־ֶחְרָפתִּ  - Elokim has 
gathered my shame, still using the more generic name Elokim, but in the 
following pasuk, she adds:   ף ר  יקוקֹיסֵּ ן ַאחֵּ י בֵּ לִּ  - May YKVK add another son for me. 
For the first time, she turns to God in prayer and recognizes that if she desires 
another child, it is God she must turn to.  

26 Her explanation of Reuven’s name is:   י ישִָּֽ אִּ י  ֶיֱאָהַבנִּ ַעָתה  י  כִּ י  י־ָרָאה  יקוק  ְבעְׇניִּ  כִָּֽ
(Bereishit 29:32) She chooses the name Shimon explaining:   י־ָשַמע י־ְשנּוָאה    יקוקכִָּֽ כִָּֽ
י ַגם־ֶאת־ֶזה ֶתן־לִּ ַויִּ י  ַהַפַעם   :The reason for Yehuda’s name is .(Bereishit 29:33)   ָאֹנכִּ

יקוק אֹוֶדה ֶאת־   (Bereishit 29:35) . 
ֶלֶֶּ֔דת 27 י  יקוק  מִּ ֲעָצַרנִּ נֵּה־ָנא   Behold YKVK is preventing me from bearing (Bereishit – הִּ

16:2). 
ְדֹרש ֶאת־ יקוק 28 ֶלְך לִּ  .She went to seek out YKVK. (Bereishit 25:22) – ַותֵּ
29 Bereishit 30:1. 
30 Ibid 30:2. 
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could Yaakov become angry at his wife who is clearly in pain and 

anguish? How could he give her such a lack of support at a time 

when she needs him? This line is interpreted by many 

commentators31 as Yaakov saying, “The children have been 

withheld from you, Rachel, not me, Yaakov, since I already have 

four children.” How could Yaakov be so insensitive and even cruel 

by blaming Rachel for something that is beyond her control? 

Many commentators try to justify Yaakov’s harsh response to his 

beloved wife, or at the very least to explain where he’s coming from. 

One argument that commentators, such as Ramban,32 offer is that 

Yaakov was trying to encourage his wife to pray to Hashem in her 

time of need. At first glance, this explanation appears to be even 

worse! Is this the way to encourage someone to pray? It’s possible 

that Yaakov has grown frustrated by Rachel’s refusal to turn to 

Hashem. Rachel sees Leah give birth to child after child and include 

YKVK in their names,33 and yet, she makes no changes in her 

religious practices. When she decides to channel her frustration into 

an angry outburst at Yaakov, Yaakov can hold his tongue no longer. 

If only she would pray to Hashem like Leah, maybe she would merit 

having children. Yet Rachel stubbornly refuses, and instead of 

turning to God in prayer, she gives her handmaiden, Bilha, to 

Yaakov to vicariously have children through her. 

Given this background, we can understand why, when an 

opportunity to conceive without having to turn to Hashem presents 

itself through the dudaim, a fertility drug, Rachel is eager to get her 

hands on the plant and try it. The Torah hints at this possible 

understanding through the usage of the word ַתַחת - in place of, which 

 
31 For example, see Bereishit Rabba 71:7 cited by Rashi to Bereishit 30:2, s.v.   אשר
 .מנע ממך

32 Ramban on Bereishit 30:2 
33 Bereishit 29:32, 33, 35. 
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is used twice in a span of 16 verses. Yaakov tells Rachel   ֲהַתַחת ֱאֹלקים

י  Am I in place of Hashem…34 and Rachel tells Leah that she will - ָאֹנכִּ

sleep with Yaakov that night ְבנְֵּך י  ּדּוָדאֵּ  in place of your son’s -ַתַחת 

dudaim.35 Rachel is not interested in Yaakov’s suggestion of turning 

to God in prayer because it might require deep introspection and a 

changing of her culture and habits. She much prefers a “quick fix” 

instead, the fertility-enhancing dudaim. 

Yaakov 

Although the story seems to be revolving around Yaakov and his 

relationship with his wives, he is seemingly absent from the 

narrative. He is traded between Leah and Rachel as if he is an object, 

with no opinion or say of his own. When Yaakov comes back from 

the field in the evening, Leah comes to take him to sleep with her 

(as agreed upon by Rachel) and there is no recorded response by 

Yaakov, not even a hint of either consent or protest. 

Yaakov’s passivity is found everywhere in his family life. His 

wives have him sleep with Bilha36 and Zilpa37 and he does so without 

any verbal form of consent.38 He says nothing when Dina is raped39 

and also doesn’t act after Shimon and Levi massacre Shechem.40 He 

additionally says nothing upon hearing that Reuven slept with 

 
34 Bereishit 30:2. 
35 Ibid 30:15. 
36 Ibid 30:3-4. 
37 Ibid 30:9. 
38 This can be viewed in contrast to Avraham and Hagar where, when Sarah 

suggests Avraham have a child with her, Bereishit 16:2 says   ְשַמע ַאְבָרם ְלקֹול ַויִּ
 .And Avram listened to Sarai’s voice (or suggestion/request) - ָשָרי

39 Ibid 34:5. 
40 Ibid 34:31. 
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Bilha.41 Considering that Yaakov is so often passive concerning 

family matters, it is unsurprising to find him acting this way here.42 

Inter-Character Relationships and Interactions 

in the Story 

Rachel-Leah 

Rachel and Leah are two sisters who always seem to be at odds 

with each other. This story is the only place in Bereishit where they 

communicate directly,43 and it is not a pleasant interaction. The 

jealousy Rachel feels toward Leah, as well as the resentment Leah 

feels toward Rachel, creates a very tense narrative.  

I believe that at the crux of the drama between Rachel and Leah 

is a lack of understanding on both their parts. First, they don’t even 

understand each other’s position in the family. Leah views herself 

 
41 Bereishit 35:22. 
42 While Yaakov may be passive here and in all the places listed above, he is very 

active in other instances. We see this in various places in Bereishit, such as when 
he genetically manipulates Lavan’s sheep (Bereishit 30:37), when he confronts 
Lavan (ibid 31:36-42), and when he prepares for his reunion with his brother 
Esav (ibid. chs. 32-33). In stories revolving around business or religion, Yaakov 
is as active as they come; however, when the time comes to involve himself in 
the lives of his wives and children, he remains a spectator, bystander, or an 
involuntary character, which explains why in this story, he remains passive. 

43 These two sisters will remain at odds not only during their lifetimes, but in 
their legacies, as well. Since this is the only conversation the Torah records 
between Leah and Rachel, in a way it defines their relationship. They are two 
sisters who don't understand each other, two halves of a whole who can't see 
the larger picture, and will develop into two rival kingdoms who split and are 
never reunited. Leah represents the Southern kingdom of Yehuda (through her 
son, Yehuda) while Rachel represents the Northern kingdom of Yisrael 
(through Ephraim, Yosef’s son). The Jewish kingdom in the Land of Israel 
splits into two after the death of King Shlomo and they remain at odds, and 
oftentimes at war with each other until the ten tribes of the Yisrael kingdom 
are exiled and lost, with the kingdom of Yehuda being exiled to Bavel not long 
after.  
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as the eldest sister who married Yaakov first, and then Rachel came 

and usurped her position. Rachel views herself as the one Yaakov 

intended to marry - Yaakov loves her and Leah was an unfortunate 

accidental marriage. For Leah, it is inconceivable that Rachel would 

have the audacity to ask her for her son’s dudaim when for Leah, it 

seems that Rachel has everything she wants, namely Yaakov’s love. 

For Rachel, it is so unreasonable that Leah would not share her son’s 

dudaim when she already has four children. The ְבנֵּך- your son’s that 

Rachel adds to the dudaim when making the trade could be an 

underhanded remark at Leah, saying something along the lines of - 

“You already have children, your son even brings you presents. 

Why do you need the dudaim? I don’t have children and I need them 

more than you.” 

Does Leah not have any compassion for Rachel and her 

barrenness? Does Rachel not have any sympathy for the “hated 

wife”?44 Why is it so difficult for Rachel and Leah to understand each 

other? It’s possible they’re both too caught up in their own problems 

to realize that the sister is hurting too. For Leah, having children is 

easy. What is painfully out of reach is the love of her husband. For 

Rachel, she has the ardent love of her husband but she longs for 

children. Each sister longs for what the other has and is possibly 

unaware of the richness of what she herself does have. It must be 

difficult for Leah to live with her sister flaunting Yaakov’s love 

while she lacks it, and it must be near impossible for Rachel to watch 

Leah’s tent full of children while hers remains empty and barren.  

Leah-Reuven 

Leah and Reuven, as mentioned earlier, are both “bechorot” who 

are never fully granted their status. Thus, it is not surprising that the 

bond between them is so close. One can practically see the picture 

 
44 Devarim 21:15. 
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forming before one’s eyes. Leah is married to Yaakov, and after a 

mere week of marriage, he marries her sister, Rachel, whom he has 

always loved. What a slap in the face to Leah who is almost 

immediately cast aside. However, soon after, she gives birth to 

Reuven whom she loves and prides above all else, especially since 

her sister is barren; she may even view Reuven as the one thing she 

has over her sister. Leah cares especially for Reuven, and young 

Reuven reciprocates. He brings home the dudaim to cheer his mother 

up through beautiful, fragrant flowers. Children can be very 

sensitive to tensions at home, even at a young age, and so it is quite 

possible that Reuven noticed his mother’s sadness and pain. 

One can’t help but notice how the text emphasizes the close 

nature of their relationship. Professor Yonatan Grossman45 points 

this out through the various ways in which Reuven and Leah are 

referred to in these pesukim. When Reuven brings the dudaim from 

the field, he brings them  ֹּמו  to Leah, his mother.46 Rachel asks - ֶאל־לֵָּאה אִּ

Leah if she can have some of י ְבנֵּך  the dudaim of your son.47 The - ּדּוָדאֵּ

dudaim are always referred to with the add-on ְבנֵּך - your son48 or י  - ְבנִּ

my son.49 The repetitiveness of the mother-son connection between 

Leah and Reuven in the text highlights how close and important 

their bond is.  

As mentioned previously, one of the interpretations of the 

dudaim may concern the love between mother and son. That’s why, 

I believe, the text explicitly says that Reuven found them in the field 

and brought them to his mother. It could very easily have just said 

 
45 Grossman, ibid. 
46 Bereishit 30:14. 
47 Ibid 30:14 and 30:15. 
48 Ibid 30:14 and 30:15. 
49 Ibid 30:15 and 30:16. 
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that Leah acquired them in some other way, but the text includes 

the description of their delivery to emphasize their relationship. 

Yaakov-Leah 

As stated above, Leah starts out believing that the love of her 

husband depends on her giving him children. She could have come 

to the realization that no amount of children will ever attain 

Yaakov’s love – after all, her sister has no children and Yaakov still 

loves her. Leah desperately wants the aphrodisiacal dudaim to try to 

kindle her husband’s passion but is willing to give them up to 

simply have more time with him, and that’s why she trades them to 

Rachel in exchange for being with him that night. 

When Leah and Yaakov sleep together at the end of the story, the 

word choice is interesting:  ְִּשַכב ע ָּמּה ַבַלְיָלה הּואַויִּ  - And he lay with her 

that night.50 The verb . ש.כ.ב when used in Bereishit51 always carries a 

negative connotation; it is never used to describe marital intimacy, 

only extramarital relations or rape.52 The usage here in the dudaim 

story is the only exception, which begs the reader to ask why. I 

believe that it’s very telling of Yaakov and Leah’s relationship, 

which lacks passionate love. It seems like this instance of Leah and 

Yaakov sleeping together is forced and not necessarily intimate. She 

bought him, after all. This may contribute to the reader feeling more 

 
50 Bereishit 30:16. 
51 The root .ש.כ.ב is used in the following contexts in Bereishit:  

 Lot's daughters and Lot: Bereishit 19:32,33,34,35  
 Avimelech and Rivka: 26:10  
 Shechem and Dina: 34:2,7  
 Reuven and Bilha: 35:22  
 Potifar’s wife and Yosef: 39:7,10,12,14. 

52 It’s important to point out the difference between ש.כ.ב. את and ש.כ.ב. עם. The 
phrase  את  connotes rape and forced relations, as seen in many of the ש.כ.ב. 
other stories in Bereishit (mentioned in the previous footnote), but in this story, 
it’s written  ש.כ.ב. עם.  
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sympathy for Leah’s plight with regard to her relationship with 

Yaakov. She struggles to get his attention, his love, even just a night 

with him, and when she finally is able to sleep with him after the 

dudaim exchange, it is not what she hoped for. The usage of the root 

 indicates that it is not a particularly passionate or intimate ש.כ.ב. 

night for either of them.  

Grossman53 additionally notes how the language here is similar 

to the language used by Lot and his daughters,  ּמו ְשַכב עִּ ַותִּ ֹ - And she 

lay with him.54 Lot, in that story, is blackout drunk, and yet, textually, 

it is the most similar story to Yaakov and Leah sleeping together.55 

It is a tragic commentary on Leah and Yaakov’s relationship. 

Rachel-God 

As suggested previously, it is possible to read the narrative as 

God wants Rachel to pray to Him, yet initially, she refuses. She 

doesn’t pray when Yaakov becomes angry at her, she doesn’t pray 

when she insists on Yaakov marrying Bilha to have children 

through her, and she doesn’t pray when she tries to conceive 

through the dudaim. However, when Rachel does become pregnant 

with Yosef, the text says, ְזֹכר ֱאֹל ל ַויִּ קִּ ַויִּ ֶליָה ים ֶאת־ָרחֵּ ים  ְשַמע אֵּ ְפַתח ֱאֹלקִּ ַויִּ

ֶאת־ַרְחָמה  ּ - And God remembered Rachel and He heard her and opened her 

womb.56 What’s particularly interesting about this verse is that it says 

that God heard Rachel, meaning that she did speak or pray to Him.  

 
53 Grossman, ibid. 
54 Bereishit 19:33. 
55 The passivity in this relationship comes from Yaakov rather than from Leah. 

We already know that Yaakov is passive in affairs with his wives and family, 
rarely having a say or voicing consent or disapproval. Leah, on the other hand, 
is proactive in this story, going out to greet her husband as he returns from the 
field (Bereishit 30:16). 

56 Bereishit 30:22. 



Abigail Kogan 

23 

It is not clear what prevents Rachel from turning to Hashem in 

the first place. Some scholars, such as Rav Amnon Bazak,57 suggest 

that Rachel might have been an idol worshiper58 which would 

explain why she didn’t turn to Hashem - she didn’t believe in Him. 

Alternatively, she might have just been a person in a crisis of faith, 

struggling to find her way to God. Whatever the reason, Rachel 

wouldn’t, or couldn’t, turn to Hashem.  

At some point, however, Rachel does have a religious 

breakthrough and turns to Hashem. We know virtually nothing 

about this moment, other than the fact that it happened. I believe 

that the reason why Rachel’s big moment of insight and 

understanding is not written in the text itself is because belief is a 

personal matter that looks different for every person. We don’t 

know what caused Rachel to turn to Hashem, whether it was a 

gradual process, or just hit her one day. We don’t know if, when this 

happened, it was easy for her or challenging. And it’s not for us to 

know. What is important for us to know is that she got to that point. 

If the Torah had explicitly laid out all the steps through which 

Rachel connected to Hashem, readers might be tempted to try to 

follow her exact path, thinking it would lead them to God and that 

it would “click” for them in the same way it did for Rachel. But each 

of our spiritual journeys is unique and so was Rachel’s. 

Rachel-Yaakov 

Tanach is not filled with perfect relationships, but rather, messy 

and strained ones, and this story is a key example. Yaakov and 

Rachel are clearly not on the same page. While Rachel is extremely 

 
57Amnon Bazak, https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-

Bereishit/parashat-vayeitze/vayetze-1-yaakov-and-rachel, accessed on 
November 4, 2021. 

58 This idea is primarily based on the story of Rachel stealing the terafim (Bereishit 
31:19). 

https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayeitze/vayetze-1-yaakov-and-rachel
https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayeitze/vayetze-1-yaakov-and-rachel
https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayeitze/vayetze-1-yaakov-and-rachel
https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayeitze/vayetze-1-yaakov-and-rachel
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jealous of her sister to the point of feeling meaningless without 

children,59 Yaakov seems to be unfazed by her troubles and even 

goes so far as to become angry with her and yell at her. Yaakov, in 

his mind, is not the one at fault for Rachel’s barrenness - Hashem is. 

Yaakov asks her to channel her frustration towards Hashem, the 

true God, instead of continuing to avoid turning to Him.  

In the dudaim story, Rachel exchanges a night with Yaakov for 

Reuven’s dudaim. It can be inferred from this that Rachel frequently 

slept with Yaakov, at least more than Leah did, since she was able 

to trade him away relatively easily. Rashi and the midrash condemn 

Rachel’s behavior here. The midrash60 says that because Rachel 

treated sleeping with a tzaddik so disparagingly, trading him as she 

would an object, she would not merit to “sleep” (i.e. be buried) with 

him forever in Ma’arat HaMachpela. Rachel seems to take for granted 

her close relationship with Yaakov.  

While the midrash admonishes Rachel for degrading the 

privilege of sleeping with a tzaddik, I understand it as a much more 

fundamental problem. Rachel has a lack of empathy for her sister’s 

situation and a shortage of gratitude for what she herself has. While 

Leah might be unhappy with her strained relationship with her 

husband, she at least finds solace in her children and recognizes that 

she is blessed in that way.61 Rachel is upset at the fact that she cannot 

have children and is unappreciative of her loving relationship with 

Yaakov. She gives up a night with Yaakov as if it is nothing; she 

doesn't even realize that her sister, who was adamantly opposed to 

giving Rachel the dudaim at first and yet is suddenly making the 

 
59 Bereishit 30:1. 
60 Bereishit Rabba 72:3. 
61 This is apparent in the reasoning behind Yehuda’s name: ַהַפַעם אֹוֶדה  ֶאת־יקוק - 

This time I will thank YKVK (Bereishit 29:35). 
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trade, would do anything to spend more time with the man whom 

Rachel is casually trading away.  

This trait of ungratefulness is seen again when Rachel names her 

first son. The reason behind Yosef’s name is  ף ר יקוקֹיסֵּ ן ַאחֵּ י בֵּ לִּ  - May 

YKVK add for me another son. She has been barren for many painful 

years, longed for a child with all her soul, and when she is finally 

granted a son, her first reaction is wanting another one. At least this 

time, she recognizes that children come through Hashem and names 

Yosef in a prayer-like way, beseeching Hashem for another child. 

The main problem with this prayer is that it consists exclusively of 

a request, bakasha, without expressing any gratitude, hodaya. Despite 

this, she has indeed learned the lesson God might have been trying 

to guide her to this entire episode. She understands that children 

come from God and not from demands from one’s husband or from 

dudaim. She finally recognizes God’s involvement in pregnancy and 

names her son with the name YKVK, like Leah.  

Reuven’s Actions Reflected Throughout 

Bereishit 

The story of the dudaim includes four central personalities of 

Tanach. Each of the ways in which the characters act in this story is 

more or less in line with the way they behave in the rest of Bereishit, 

so that in some way, we can view this story as a microcosm of the 

rest of Bereishit. The strongest case, I believe, yet traditionally the 

least focused upon, is Reuven. Reuven’s character and actions as 

illuminated in the dudaim story is apparent time and time again in 

every other mention of him in Bereishit.  

Birth and Name 

Reuven’s character arc can be traced back to his birth and 

naming. There is much significance in a name and Reuven’s is no 
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exception.   י־ָרָאה י ָאְמָרה כִּ ן כִּ ְקָרא ְשמֹו ְראּובֵּ י   יקוקַותִּ ישִּ י אִּ י ַעָתה ֶיֱאָהַבנִּ י כִּ ְבעְׇניִּ  

- And she called him Reuven because she said: “Because YKVK has seen 

my pain and now my husband will love me.”62 First, Reuven is carrying 

around with him, in his name, his family’s dysfunction and the lack 

of love between his mother and father, which causes underlying 

tension in his family and affects the rest of Jewish history. One could 

also argue that just as his mother aches for Yaakov’s love, so too 

does Reuven long for attention from Yaakov, perhaps a fate his 

mother sealed for him with his name. Whether this is a coincidence 

or a self-fulfilling prophecy, this remains Reuven’s fatal flaw and a 

motivator behind many of his actions. He yearns for the praise and 

attention the bechor usually receives, and that motivates him to act 

the way he does, as will be expounded upon later. 

Additionally, the literal translation of his name is, “Behold! A 

son!” This places a strong emphasis on him being a son, the son, the 

firstborn son. Reuven’s life is framed by his desire to fulfill the role 

for which his birth has destined him, even when he seems doomed 

to fail. 

The Dudaim Story 

In the dudaim story, it seems that Reuven is motivated by 

wanting his parents to love each other, so he brings dudaim to his 

mother to help her earn his father’s love. Alternatively, if Reuven is 

still a small child, he may have brought the dudaim as a present to 

his mother so she will love him. Either way, Reuven is acting as the 

oldest child who feels like it is his responsibility to intervene and 

make things right in his family. He takes the initiative, and goes out 

to the field to bring home flowers to help right family dynamics. 

That is his role, in his opinion. In the end, his mother trades away 

 
62 Bereishit 29:32. 
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his flowers to her sister for a chance to sleep with her husband. 

Reuven’s hard work and high hopes end up given away.  

Reuven Sleeps with Bilha 

In another infamous Reuven story,63 Reuven sleeps with Bilha,64 

Yaakov’s wife or pilegesh, concubine. Here too, he is trying to change 

the family dynamics. Rashi quotes a sugya from the Talmud Bavli65 

which white-washes this story a bit. It claims that Reuven did not 

sleep with Bilha, but just “moved around beds,” so that Yaakov’s 

bed would not be based primarily in Bilha’s tent. The Gemara 

connects between this story and Rachel’s death which occurred just 

three verses prior.66 The Gemara posits that after Rachel’s death, 

Yaakov moved into Bilha’s tent, implying that Bilha is now his 

“main wife” and that his love is still with Rachel (via her 

maidservant), even after her death. Reuven cannot accept this 

affront to his mother and so he moves Yaakov’s bed into his mother, 

Leah’s, tent, seemingly without Yaakov’s knowledge or permission. 

I still believe that the peshat reading of the text (Reuven sleeping 

with Bilha, as opposed to switching the beds) makes more sense, but 

the reasoning the Gemara cites for his actions is compelling and fits 

with Reuven’s persona. He stands up for his mother who is still 

 
63 Professor Grossman points out an interesting linguistic parallel between this 

story and the dudaim one. Both begin with the phrase ן  And Reuven - ַויֵֶּלְך ְראּובֵּ
went out. Grossman uses this parallel to connect the two stories and say that in 
both stories, Reuven is “actively affecting the dynamics of the family 
relationships.” I also noted that in both stories, the verb ְשַכב  And he lay is - ַויִּ
present. I believe, slightly different than Grossman, that the point of this 
linguistic similarity is to inform the reader that this story will follow the same 
pattern and share the same fate as the previous Reuven story, the dudaim 
episode. I believe this is an allusion to Reuven’s actions that are laid out in the 
rest of Bereishit. 

64 Bereishit 35:22. 
65 Shabbat 55b. 
66 Bereishit 35:19. 
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alive and is being treated so unfairly, considering that she is a 

“bechora” and Yaakov’s first wife.  

In classic Reuven style, he tries so hard but trips at the finish line 

in the execution. He sees himself in his mother; his mother is being 

snubbed, just as he feels he has been his whole life, and Reuven 

won’t stand for it. He attempts to restore his mother’s honor by 

degrading Bilha67 while simultaneously establishing his dominance 

as the firstborn. Rav Alex Israel68 compares this story with the tale 

of Avshalom sleeping with David’s pilagshot during his rebellion to 

assert his dominance over his father.69 Sleeping with the pilegesh of 

one’s father, Israel claims, is a sign of laying claim to the inheritance 

and saying, “what was my father’s will be mine.” By sleeping with 

Bilha, Reuven is stating that he will inherit his father, thus also 

preventing his father from picking leader from among the children 

of Rachel, his beloved wife.  

This backfires on Reuven in an extremely ironic way. In an 

attempt to claim the bechor title as his own, he ends up sealing his 

fate and losing it forever.70 In Yaakov’s final blessings to his sons on 

 
67 Bilha is referred to as a pilegesh after this incident - she no longer has the same 

standing as a wife or a maidservant. She is a concubine now and Reuven has 
lowered her status through this act. Previously, in Bereishit 32:23, Bilha and 
Zilpa are referred to as shfachot. In Bereishit 37:2, Bilha (and Zilpa) are referred 
to as the wives of his father [Yaakov]. Ramban offers a suggestion to explain 
this change in status, claiming that at this point in Bereishit, Leah and Rachel 
have died, so Yaakov takes Bilha and Zilpa as wives, raising their status. It’s 
also possible to read the text as saying that in that moment, Reuven treated her 
as if Bilha were a pilegesh when she really is one of Yaakov’s wives. 

68 Alex Israel, https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-Bereishit/parashat-
vayishlach/vayishlach-reuven-cover-or-peshat, accessed on November 4, 
2021. 

69 Shmuel II 16:22. 
70 A difficulty in the text is that immediately after Reuven sleeps with Bilha, in 

the following pasuk (Bereishit 35:23), while listing Yaakov’s children, Reuven is 

 

https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayishlach/vayishlach-reuven-cover-or-peshat
https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayishlach/vayishlach-reuven-cover-or-peshat
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his deathbed, he says to Reuven71 that he is indeed the “first of his 

fruit” but he won’t be any longer because of the disgrace he brought 

when he “mounted his father’s bed.” His cursed fate is also repeated 

in Divrei HaYamim more explicitly:   י הּוא ַהְבכֹור ל כִּ ְשָראֵּ ן ְבכֹור־יִּ ּוְבנֵּי ְראּובֵּ

ְתָנה ְבֹכָרתוֹ  יו נִּ י ָאבִּ ש ַלְבכֹ ּוְבַחְללֹו ְיצּועֵּ ְתַיחֵּ ל ְוֹלא ְלהִּ ְשָראֵּ ף ֶבן־יִּ ְבנֵּי יֹוסֵּ ָרה לִּ  - And 

the sons of Reuven, the bechor of Israel, he was the bechor, but when he 

defiled his father’s bed, the bechor was given to the sons of Yosef, son of 

Israel, and he is not connected to the bechora.72 

The Selling of Yosef 

Reuven also attempts to step up and act like the firstborn during 

the episode of the selling of Yosef. Here, too, he blunders and fails, 

both to establish his authority and to save Yosef as he had intended. 

Reuven stands out in this story as the only brother who does not 

wish to kill or sell Yosef. The narrator tells us that Reuven steps in 

to try to save Yosef, but his motivation is questionable. The text 

reads יו יבֹו ֶאל־ָאבִּ ָיָדם ַלֲהשִּ יל ֹאתֹו מִּ  To save him from their hands - ְלַמַען ַהצִּ

and return him to his father.73 While Reuven wants to save Yosef from 

his brothers, we are told that he is really trying to save him to be 

able to bring Yosef safely to his father, Yaakov. Just like in our 

dudaim story, Reuven is seen here, again, trying to buy a parent’s 

love by bringing them something they prize. 

 
listed as “bechor Yaakov.” Why is he still called the bechor immediately after 
committing the act that seals his fate as losing the bechor title? I think the 
simplest solution is presented by Rabbeinu Bachya on this pasuk, who claims 
that it is difficult for the Torah to uproot genealogy. He is still the biological 
firstborn. Adding on to what Rabbeinu Bachya says, it makes sense that it 
would explicitly claim that Reuven is the firstborn in this section because it is 
listing all of Yaakov’s children and the text would want to indicate that Reuven 
is the first-born son of Yaakov. However, in all other respects, he is no longer 
the bechor - just biologically.  

71 Bereishit 49:3-4. 
72 Divrei HaYamim I 5:1. 
73 Bereishit 37:22. 
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In this story, it seems as though Reuven is additionally trying to 

show his father that he is responsible and can lead the family as the 

bechor. One could argue that he wants to get the praise and attention 

that will surely come when returning him to Yaakov, as well as the 

superiority in comparison to his brothers who tried to kill him. 

Standing next to his nine other brothers who plotted the murder of 

Yosef while Reuven tried to save him, Reuven hopes that, to 

Yaakov, the choice of the bechor and leader of the family will clearly 

be him.  

This is also evident when Reuven returns to the pit and sees that 

Yosef is gone. He cries out and says, י־ָבא י ָאָנה ֲאנִּ יֶננּו ַוֲאנִּ  - ַוֹיאַמר ַהֶיֶלד אֵּ

And he said, “the child isn’t here! And me, where will I go?” or 

alternatively “What will become of me?”74 Reuven is not immediately 

concerned that his brother is gone, either dead or sold; he is 

concerned about himself and what will become of him now that he 

lost his chance to save his brother and prove his worth to his father.  

Once again, Reuven tries so hard yet fails in all the important 

places. Yes, he tries to save his brother’s life, but for the wrong 

reasons. And he isn’t even successful in saving Yosef from his fate, 

as he had intended. 

This story also highlights that the de facto bechor is already 

Yehuda. When Reuven proposes his idea to not kill Yosef, he makes 

two remarks, first ָנֶפש ַנֶכנּו   ,Let’s not take his life75 and then -ֹלא 

immediately after, יכּו ֹאתֹו ֶאל־ַהבֹור ַהֶזה ְשְפכּו־ָדם ַהְשלִּ  Do not spill - ַאל־תִּ

blood. Cast him into this pit.76 After proposing his first suggestion, the 

brothers still aren’t sold on Reuven’s idea or on following him. He 

needs to compromise away from not hurting him at all to simply 

 
74 Bereishit 37:30. 
75 Ibid 37:21. 
76 Bereishit 37:22. 
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inadvertently killing Yosef by throwing him into a pit. However, 

when Yehuda later points out that he and his brothers have no 

benefit from killing Yosef and should sell him instead, the text reads 

ְשְמעּו ֶאָחיו  And his brothers listened [to him]. The brothers listen to - ַויִּ

Yehuda and decide to reject Reuven’s plan. Yehuda has something 

intangible that Reuven lacks - possibly charisma or some other 

leadership quality - that draws the brothers to him and grants him 

the de facto bechor status over Reuven.  

The Brothers Before Yosef in Egypt 

When the brothers make their way to Egypt for the first time in 

search of food during the famine, Yosef, still unknown to his 

brothers, punishes them for being “spies” and sentences them to jail 

for three days. Additionally, he tasks them with bringing back 

Binyamin. When the brothers receive this news, Reuven says to his 

brothers,   נֵּה יֶכם לֵּאֹמר ַאל־ֶתֶחְטאּו ַבֶיֶלד ְוֹלא ְשַמְעֶתם ְוַגם־ָּדמֹו הִּ י ֲאלֵּ ֲהלֹוא ָאַמְרתִּ

ְדָרש  Didn’t I say to you “Don’t sin against the child” and you didn’t -נִּ

listen to me. And now his blood is being reckoned.77 Essentially, Reuven 

is telling his brothers that if they had treated him like the bechor, 

which he is, and had listened to him about not harming Yosef, they 

wouldn’t be in this situation. Instead, they chose to listen to Yehuda 

and got themselves into this mess. It also seems that Reuven is more 

upset about receiving their comeuppance for Yosef than about Yosef 

actually being sold. 

Here again, Reuven is trying to be the bechor and trying to prove 

why he should be the bechor, to no avail. Instead of helping or taking 

responsibility, as a bechor should, he is blaming his brothers, while 

engaging in childish “I told you so” remarks. When the brothers are 

in trouble, Reuven refuses to claim responsibility or assume 

 
77 Ibid 42:22. 
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leadership, in contrast to Yehuda, who takes responsibility both 

with Tamar78 and later in Bereishit, with Binyamin in Egypt.79  

Stepping Up to Take Binyamin Down to Egypt 

Reuven also attempts to take responsibility when trying to get 

Yaakov’s permission to take Binyamin down to Egypt. Reuven tells 

Yaakov, ֶליך יֶאנּו אֵּ ם־ֹלא ֲאבִּ ית אִּ  You can kill my two sons if - ֶאת־ְשנֵּי ָבַני ָתמִּ

I do not return him [Binyamin] to you.80 In an attempt to be earnest and 

demonstrate responsibility, Reuven tells Yaakov that he is so certain 

that he will bring Binyamin back safely, that if he doesn’t, Yaakov 

can kill his sons. The idea that Yaakov would want to kill his 

grandsons is unthinkable. Unsurprisingly, Yaakov isn’t swayed by 

this argument and refuses to send Binyamin down. The perek ends 

on that note, and it isn’t until the beginning of the next perek, when 

the famine intensifies, that Yehuda steps up and asks his father to 

allow him to take Binyamin down to Egypt to get food. In this 

instance, Yehuda says that it will be he who will be guilty to his 

father for the rest of his life.81 Yaakov agrees to send Binyamin down 

in Yehuda’s care.  

Reading this story, it is clear that Reuven misses the mark again 

here. He tries to show his father that he is responsible enough to 

take care of Binyamin and lead him safely to Egypt and back, and 

as “collateral,” offers the lives of his children. Ibn Ezra82 says that 

this is wrong of Reuven and had he spoken properly and not 

proposed punishing his sons, his father would have listened to him. 

But that’s Reuven - trying his hardest yet constantly slipping up 

where it really counts. Reuven thought it might be nobler, or seem 

 
78 Bereishit 38:26. 
79 Ibid 44:32-34. 
80 Ibid 42:37. 
81 Ibid 43:9. 
82 Ibn Ezra on Bereishit 42:37. 
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more selfless, to say that his children can be punished if he doesn’t 

return with Binyamin, but it is not taken that way by Yaakov. 

Ramban83 suggests an alternate approach - Yaakov does not trust 

Reuven because he has sinned against him with regard to Bilha. 

Reuven continues to seek his father’s approval and continues to try 

to prove his worth, but he has already lost his father’s trust and 

respect in an irreparable way. 

Reuven: Conclusion 

Reuven can be characterized as someone who tries to act as the 

bechor and fails. In contrast to Yehuda, he lacks the characteristics of 

a bechor, such as responsibility and charisma, as well as the moral 

integrity to do the right thing for the right reasons. In the dudaim 

story, Reuven tries to provide for his mother by bringing her 

flowers, yet she ultimately trades his dudaim away. He gets so close 

yet fails to achieve his intended result. With Bilha, he tries to restore 

his mother’s honor and establish his place as the bechor, yet this very 

action ends up costing him the bechor title - another failure. He tries 

to be the responsible bechor and save Yosef, but this attempt fails too. 

He attempts to prove to his father that he’s responsible enough to 

take Binyamin down to Egypt, yet fails to persuade Yaakov in the 

matter. No matter how hard Reuven tries, or how many times he 

tries, he consistently trips at the finish line and can’t quite hit the 

mark.  

Bringing It All Together 

Dudaim as a Symbol of Love  

Some have pointed out that the word dudaim, which is found 

here and in Shir HaShirim 7:14, might have the same etymology as 

 
83 Ramban on Bereishit 42:37. 
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the word dod, beloved. Additionally, the dudaim were believed to 

have acted as an aphrodisiac of some kind, as mentioned 

previously. The fact that the word dudaim is only found only here 

and in Shir HaShirim further hints at a certain “love” connotation. 

What’s ironic is that although love flowers, the dudaim, are at the 

center of this narrative, there is little love in the story. Reuven brings 

the dudaim hoping to gain his mother’s affection, but she trades 

them away. Leah, in turn, longs for the love of her husband, but she 

too does not achieve her objective. Rachel might have Yaakov’s love 

but it’s not enough for her; she only has her eyes on becoming 

pregnant. Yaakov, when he sleeps with Leah at the end of the story, 

shows no indication of love or amorous connection to her. 

The dudaim, which are so rooted in the notion of love, are at the 

heart of a story devoid of love. The emotions present are instead 

frustration, anger, jealousy, longing, desperation, indifference, and 

tension. So why are the dudaim here? The dudaim’s place in the story 

may serve as a reminder of what should be there. When one hears 

dudaim, one expects a love story, yet this story is anything but. The 

presence of dudaim, a symbol of love, makes the absence of love in 

this episode all the more poignant. 

Humanizing the Biblical Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

This entire story feels very intimate. We are allowed a glimpse 

into the inner workings of Yaakov’s household - the drama between 

his wives, the true nature of his relationship with Leah, and 

Reuven’s complicated place in the family. This story reads to me like 

a scene taken from the kitchen of Rachel and Leah. We are privy to 

the “ugly” emotions they express to each other. They fight and 

blame and push and pull. In a way, this humanizes them. They are 

people with complex lives, difficult emotions, and real problems. By 

including this scene in Tanach, we see the “messier” side of Rachel 
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and Leah, as well as the difficulties in their relationship with 

Yaakov. However, this story also possibly highlights the more 

authentic side, the more human side, the side we can relate to, see 

in ourselves, and learn from. 

Rachel and the Dudaim’s Role 

Some of the commentators who dismiss the dudaim as an aid for 

conception do so because Rachel is the one who successfully obtains 

them in the end, yet she does not become pregnant. However, I hold 

that that is precisely the point of the dudaim story for Rachel. 

Being an akara, a barren woman, is seen in Tanach as an 

opportunity to become closer to Hashem, mainly through prayer. 

Rashi cites a midrash84 that when Rivka was barren, Yitzchak would 

stand in one corner of the room and Rivka in another, and they 

would both pray. Possibly one of the most famous barren women in 

all of Tanach is Channa, with her iconic silent prayer with moving 

lips one late night in the Mishkan in Shilo. In fact, many of the 

halachot of prayer are derived from Channa’s tefilla in the first 

chapter of Shmuel I.  

I believe that Hashem is purposely not allowing Rachel to 

shortcut this process. It seems as though Hashem wants her to turn 

to Him and develop a relationship. Children come through 

Hashem, not dudaim, and that’s exactly the point.  

If Rachel had recognized Hashem’s role in the child-bearing 

process, her turning to the dudaim could have been seen as hishtadlut, 

or doing her part to ensure conceiving. But if Rachel doesn’t 

recognize Hashem in this story as seems to be the case, then turning 

to the dudaim is not hishtadlut, but is instead trying to circumvent 

Hashem.  

 
84 Bereishit Rabba 63:5. 
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Even though Rachel has, and most likely uses, the dudaim, she 

does not become pregnant, because she needs to approach Hashem 

first. Malbim85 expresses precisely this idea by saying that Leah does 

not depend on the dudaim to get pregnant, and thus merits having 

more children, while Rachel, up until now, does not turn to Hashem 

and does depend upon the dudaim, causing them not to be effective. 

In this way, Hashem becomes a somewhat active character in our 

story. He is an undercurrent in Rachel’s motivation and guides the 

outcome of the characters’ plans and hopes.  

Significance of the Dudaim to Each of the Characters 

We’ve already developed that each of the characters is trying to 

attain something different from the dudaim, and yet, by the end of 

the story, none of them have successfully attained that which they 

were hoping for. However, they do each gain something incredibly 

valuable, something other than what they initially were looking for 

(except for Reuven, as will be explained below). 

For Leah, the dudaim represent the possibility of developing a 

closer, more loving relationship with Yaakov. She believes that with 

the dudaim, she can ignite Yaakov’s love. In the end, she trades away 

the dudaim, seemingly trading away her chance to magically bring 

about this love, in exchange for more time with him. Ultimately, that 

extra night with Yaakov results in another pregnancy. It seems as if 

God is saying, “Seek solace in your children - Yaakov’s love is not 

in the cards for you.” 

For Rachel, the dudaim represent the chance to finally have a 

child. She trades away a night with Yaakov for them, yet we know 

that she does not become pregnant through the dudaim and remains 

barren for at least a while longer. While Rachel fails to become 

 
85 Malbim on Bereishit 30:17. 
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pregnant at this point, her failed attempt with the dudaim pushes her 

on a path to eventually acknowledge and approach God, a 

development which enables her to finally conceive.  

For Reuven, the dudaim are a way to help and/or comfort his 

mother. He goes out into the field, finds the dudaim, and brings them 

back, trying his best to do what he can. For Reuven, the dudaim are 

a symbol of his potential to effect change, but they end up becoming 

a symbol of his wasted potential when his dudaim are traded away 

by his mother. Reuven fails to gain his mother’s love (she gives 

away his cherished gift) and he is the only character who walks out 

of the story empty-handed, which seems to be his fate throughout 

the rest of his life. His hard work and good intentions end up 

bearing no fruit, and he remains the bechor full of unrealized 

potential. 

For Yaakov, the dudaim represent himself. All three characters 

are trying to collect and utilize the dudaim, and the dudaim are a 

stand-in for Yaakov who is virtually invisible in the story. Reuven 

is giving comfort and love to Leah through the dudaim and showing 

affection where Yaakov is not; Leah tries to get Yaakov’s love 

through the use of the dudaim; Rachel tries to use the dudaim to 

produce Yaakov’s offspring.  

The whole story revolves around the dudaim and they, on the 

surface, do not seem to serve their purpose at all, but in a much 

larger sense, they do. While each character has his or her own 

intentions for the dudaim and their own ulterior motives for securing 

them, the dudaim fail to serve them, in the classic sense. Instead, they 

serve as catalysts for each of the characters’ narratives. This story is 

not about how the dudaim secure for Leah Yaakov’s love, or cures 

Rachel’s barrenness, or enable Reuven to give his mother a gift she 

cherishes – it is about how the dudaim affect the arc of the characters 

in our story. 
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Leah produces son after son without obtaining Yaakov’s love. It 

is only after the dudaim episode that she shifts her mindset away 

from attempting to gain Yaakov’s affection, and places greater value 

on her children themselves.86 

Rachel, the beloved wife, initially turns to Yaakov in anger, as 

the one who has control over her barrenness. It is only after the 

dudaim episode that she invokes YKVK’s name and places Him 

central to her child-seeking narrative. 

In this story, Reuven actively seeks a solution to the problems 

facing him and his efforts do not produce the anticipated results. 

For the rest of Reuven’s story, this seems to characterize his 

narrative. Reuven is the only one who doesn’t seem to learn his 

lesson and possibly is why he is doomed to keep repeating this 

pattern for the rest of his life. 

Significance 

It’s clear that the Torah does not tell us everything that happens 

in the lives of the Avot. We don’t know every detail of every meal 

 
86 After the dudaim episode, Leah has two more children: Yissachar and Zevulun. 

Yissachar’s name is explained as   ים  ָנַתן י ֱאֹלקִּ ישִּ י ְלאִּ ְפָחתִּ י שִּ י ֲאֶשר־ָנַתתִּ ְשָכרִּ  - God has 
given me my reward on account of my giving my maidservant to my husband 
(Bereishit 30:18). This can be interpreted as Leah viewing things in a more 
positive way, as opposed to the negative emotions associated with the names 
of her first three sons. This supports my theory that Leah has stopped chasing 
her husband’s love and instead is focusing on her children as her source of 
happiness. There is a slight difficulty with my theory with Zevulun’s naming, 

י  יםְזָבַדנִּ ים ֱאֹלקִּ ָשה ָבנִּ י לֹו שִּ י־ָיַלְדתִּ י כִּ ישִּ י אִּ נִּ ְזְבלֵּ י זֵֶּבד טֹוב ַהַפַעם יִּ ֹאתִּ  - God has gifted me a 
good gift. Now my husband will praise me for I have borne him six sons (Bereishit 
30:20). Though she looks at her child as a good gift from God (she does 
recognize Hashem and that children come from Hashem), she still hopes that 
her having another child will earn her Yaakov’s love. I think it is possible to 
resolve this through human nature. Though she may have realized that 
Yaakov will never love her in the way he loves Rachel and she should be 
content with her children, there is a part of her that holds out hope that he will 
love her for this impressive feat - she did give birth to half of his total children. 
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they ate or conversation they had. So whenever the Torah includes 

something seemingly superfluous, as the dudaim story might appear 

at first glance, the question is: Why?  

Though the dudaim narrative is related in only three verses, the 

significance embedded therein can hardly be overstated. This 

episode provides an intimate look into the inner workings of 

Yaakov’s household, the deep-rooted tensions within it, and the 

complicated feelings bubbling within his family. These three verses 

give us critical insight into the entire trajectory of Reuven in the rest 

of Bereishit. They enable us to trace and appreciate Rachel’s religious 

development. They provide a deeper understanding of the 

dynamics between all of the characters as they play out throughout 

the Torah, far beyond this one story. These three verses contain 

within them the key to a more complex, layered, rich, and more 

meaningful understanding of all the Biblical characters involved. 
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Personal Note 

I originally intended to write about a different topic for my 

Matmidot paper but came to realize that I wasn’t passionate enough 

about it and wanted to go in a different direction. Frantically I began 

looking for a new idea and couldn’t find anything that felt right. I 

eventually just opened a Tanach and glanced at random chapters to 

see if inspiration would strike. When I opened Bereishit 30 and saw 

the dudaim story, I immediately knew this was the topic I wanted to 

research.  

I had no idea what direction I was heading in, what questions I 

wanted to answer, or what I wanted to say. I read the three pesukim 

of the story over and over and over again, reading every 

commentary on the verses, and poring over various articles about it 

online. Slowly, ideas and themes began to emerge. I saw the story 

playing out in my head and felt I understood the characters. A 

couple of weeks later, every idea I had and conclusion I came to out 

was undone by my new understanding. This happened again and 

again. At first, it frustrated me until I realized how amazing it is to 

be continually surprised by a story I thought I had understood 

completely. The ambiguity of the narrative lends itself to being 

interpreted in so many different directions and it’s not frustrating, 

it’s brilliant! The paper I have just presented is only my current 

understanding, and though it is being published and solidified as it 

is, I still hope to come up with new understandings, interpretations, 

and insights, which is one of my favorite things about Torah 

learning - it’s never done. 

I would like to thank Rabbanit Dena for all her wonderful ideas 

that we built into this paper together, the hours she spent with me 

reading and revising, and her guidance throughout it all. I would 

like to thank Dr. Nava Finkleman, my Matmidot mentor, for 

guiding me through every roadblock I faced while researching, for 
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answering all my questions, and for helping me find my vision and 

voice. I would also like to give a big thanks to Leemor Waldman 

with whom I spent countless hours in and out of the Beis, discussing 

dudaim theories and coming up with our own interpretations and 

ideas. Bouncing ideas off one another was so much fun and I 

couldn’t have written this paper without her. Thank you to Rav 

Johnny and Rav Blau for reading my paper and giving feedback, 

and to my sister, Daniela, for ensuring I sounded as smart as I was 

trying to be. A special thanks to every Lindenbaum student who 

endured my passionate, and sometimes never-ending, rambling 

about the dudaim story. Lastly, thank you to Midreshet Lindenbaum 

for giving me the opportunity, guidance, and support to complete 

this wonderful endeavor of Torah learning. 

The process of writing this research paper has been difficult and 

trying at times, but it has also pushed me out of my comfort zone to 

create my own Torah and has allowed me to produce something 

that I am truly proud of. 
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Finding Meaning in the 

Mystifying Stories of Chazal 
Elisheva Zemel 

Across the centuries, the Jewish people’s understanding of 

angels and demons has completely evolved. In order to understand 

this development, we must also consider the magnitude of Jewish 

persecution, the beliefs and fears of the neighboring cultures 

surrounding the Jews in each era, and the degree to which the Jews 

integrated into the surrounding society. Scholars debate whether 

other cultures’ beliefs and superstitions play any part in our faith, 

and if so, to what degree. How has our understanding of the 

supernatural changed over time, and what effect does this have on 

our understanding of Judaism as a whole? In this essay, I will 

explore certain famous aggadeta from the Gemara that many have 

found quite troubling and explain why the study of aggada should 

not be forgotten or forsaken. 

Ever since the creation of the world, man has been longing for 

answers to the unknown. Adam and Chava were the ones to first 

light the spark of inquisitiveness by eating the forbidden fruit, and 

this flame has never extinguished as humanity has continued 

stoking the fire of curiosity in each and every generation. This is not 

to say that searching for answers is sinful, but that humankind has 

been on a long and arduous journey discovering the proper balance 

between accepting one’s limits and yearning for knowledge.  

Every era in human history thinks it’s one step closer to figuring 

out the secrets of the world, only to have thousands of new 

questions arise that demonstrate how little we actually comprehend 

of our universe. Curiosity is not unique to the scientists and 
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philosophers of the world, but is very present in religious life as 

well. From the first mention of the cherubim that guard the Garden 

of Eden,1 to the mysterious creatures called nephilim,2 to warnings 

against practicing and associating with people who wield magic,3 to 

even necromancers,4 the Torah emphasizes the existence of 

supernatural beings and powers time and time again, yet makes no 

effort to clarify exactly what they are or whether such powers truly 

exist!  

Being only human, not only do we desire answers, we supply 

them ourselves. In every century and in every culture, we have 

made efforts to explain the unknown. Torah scholars throughout 

history – the Tanna’im and Amora’im of the Talmud, the noteworthy 

commentators from the Middle Ages, the giants of the Modern Era 

– have suggested various explanations and interpretations. In this 

essay, I will mark the progression of angelology and demonology, 

and explain what it all means with regard to Torah study in the 

twenty-first century.  

The Supernatural’s Textual Evolution in 

Tanach 

Before delving into all the references and symbolism behind 

demons and angels in the Talmud and later periods, there is 

something to be said about the differences between the descriptions 

of demons, angels, and the like in the Torah as opposed to their 

descriptions in Nach. The first distinction worth mentioning is the 

difference in detail with which the supernatural is described 

between the Torah and Nach. In the Torah, the supernatural simply 

 
1 Bereishit 3:24. 
2 Bereishit 6:4, Bamidbar 13:33. 
3 Shemot 22:17, Devarim 18:10. 
4 Shmuel I 28. 
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makes subtle cameos, the most famous of which are the two angels 

who visit Lot with the intention of saving him from the destruction 

that will befall Sodom and Gomorrah,5 and the angels ascending 

and descending the ladder in Jacob’s dream.6 Additionally, the only 

time magic or superstition is mentioned in general in the Torah is 

when Hashem commands the Jews to dissociate from anything of 

the sort.7  

By contrast, angels, demons, and sorcery make much clearer 

appearances in Nach. For example, in Shmuel I 28, King Shaul 

actually goes to a sorceress, a necromancer, because he is desperate 

to communicate with the deceased prophet, Shmuel, to ask him 

whether he will be victorious in the pending battle with the 

Pelishtim. Surprisingly, her necromancy yields results,8 and Samuel 

in fact comes back from the dead. He censures Saul for going to the 

necromancer and informs him that Bnei Yisrael will be defeated by 

the Pelishtim, and that Saul and his sons will join him among the 

dead the next day. For our purposes, the critical point is that the 

Navi describes the episode in detail, and that it is clear that the ba’alat 

ov does in fact possess the power to raise Samuel from the dead.  

Another example of the more informative descriptions in Nach 

can be found in Ketuvim, in Divrei HaYamim I 21:16:  

David looked up and saw the angel of the Lord standing 

between Heaven and Earth, with a drawn sword in his hand 

 
5 These two angels are also mentioned, accompanied by a third one, when 

Avraham encounters them (Bereishit 18:2), but there they are only referred to 
as “men.”  

6 Bereishit 19:1. 
7 Shemot 22:17, Devarim 18:10. 
8 Although many commentators state that this vignette is simply the 

imagination of a desperate, mad man, many others understand it according to 
peshat and say it actually happened. 
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directed against Jerusalem. David and the elders, covered in 

sackcloth, threw themselves on their faces.  

Not only is an angel mentioned, but Ezra, the author of Divrei 

HaYamim, devotes many words to explaining the function and great 

power of this angel.  

In the Torah, angels do not appear to be any different from 

ordinary men. There are no defining characteristics that set them 

apart, and the people in the Torah certainly do not know the 

function of the angels until they have proclaimed it themselves. The 

Torah contains brief references to creatures that we are unable to 

confidently identify, and does not aid us in understanding what 

they are.  

Supernatural creatures: Their Missions Quantitatively 

and Qualitatively  

Let us return to the creatures called nephilim (Bereishit 6:4, 

Bamidbar 13:33). While many commentators speculate that they 

could be fallen angels,9 or perhaps even rebellious magicians who 

performed cruel acts of witchcraft,10 the Torah itself does not 

provide any detail regarding who or what these creatures are.  

Another prime example of the Torah’s ambiguity with regard to 

the supernatural is in Exodus 12:23, where a vague reference to 

 the Destroyer,” is made. Though we tend to assume this“ ,המשחית

refers to the Malach HaMavet, or the Angel of Death, it is not entirely 

clear – especially since according to Rabbinic tradition, angels are 

assigned provisional names to match their current mission and, 

upon completion, lose that name and return to Heaven awaiting 

 
9 Pirkei DeRabbi Eliezer 22:4. 
10 Midrash Tanchuma, Bereishit 12:3. 
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their next assignment and name.11 Although the Torah does not 

portray this openly, its almost hidden mention of the Destroyer 

implies that this specific angel might have an everlasting position 

with power of its own.  

The Torah’s subtle transition from references to the temporary 

and (relatively) small-scale tasks of angels with only a passing 

mention of those with more substantial and longer missions, to 

large-scale, more permanent, and obvious missions in the rest of 

Tanach, is the second difference between Torah and Nach with 

regard to how the supernatural is described and portrayed. 

Whereas the Torah does not explain this, the rest of Tanach implies 

the possibility that angels can have an everlasting purpose, specific 

rank and status, and a job independent of God.  

An example of this can be found when the prophet Yeshayahu 

relates his first vision.12 He describes a band of angels, called 

seraphim, surrounding Hashem’s throne: “Each of them had six 

wings; “with two he would cover his face, and with two he would 

cover his feet, and with two he would fly.” Never in the Torah does 

it state an angel’s name. This permanent name that these angels 

retain suggests that these angels' purpose remains the same as well. 

It is important to note that seraph is not the most explanatory name; 

it simply means “burning.” Even so, this is one of the first times 

details hinting at the identity and purpose of angels is mentioned. 

Despite the still somewhat vague description, it seems clear that 

these angels have a set purpose and rank; to be selected to surround 

Hashem’s glorious throne would only be entrusted to the most 

distinguished angels. 

 
11 Bereishit Rabba 50:2; Rashi on Genesis 18:2, 32:30. 
12 Yeshayahu 6:2. 
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When mentioning the משחית, “the Destroyer,” in Shemot, the 

Torah states, “[Hashem] will not permit the Destroyer to enter your 

house to smite you” during the plague of the firstborn. This 

indicates that the Destroyer will act only if Hashem gives him strict 

orders to do so, and that he is not independent of God to do what 

he wishes. There is no question that the Destroyer has no say in the 

matter. He is the servant and God the master. 

Angels and Demons in Ketuvim 

Let us skip forward to Ketuvim, to the book of Iyov, and notice 

that this relationship has changed. While conversing with God,13 

Satan,14 a.k.a. the Destroyer,15 actually voices his opinion. He almost 

seems like God’s equal because God listens to him and is seemingly 

swayed by his arguments. When God asks Satan where he has been, 

Satan simply responds, "From going to and fro on the earth and 

from walking in it." Satan is doing whatever he wants, going 

wherever he wants, with no exact mission from God.16  

Divine messengers in the Torah would never even think to offer 

a response such as this. In fact, they would not even be allowed to 

think at all! Angels in the Torah are mindless messengers with no 

free will, no independent thought, and no objective other than to 

fulfill God’s will. Yet in Iyov, Satan utters this audacious remark, 

 
13 Iyov 1:6–12. 
14 Literally, “adversary.” 
15 In Iyov 2:6, Hashem tells Satan to spare Iyov’s life, proving that Satan and the 

Angel of Death are one and the same. 
16 I must be honest: If I were to break curfew one night and not tell my parents 

where I was, the first thing that would come out of my mouth after being 
confronted would not be this chutzpadik response! Obviously, Hashem knew 
what Satan was up to, but Hashem is giving more space to allow Satan to learn 
to take responsibility like any growing teenager.  
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implying that Hashem does allow these messengers to have some 

sort of free will and free speech.  

Moreover, Hashem actually lets the statement slide! This is 

another sign that things have altered within the Hashem–messenger 

dynamic. Instead of rebuking Satan for his impudence, Hashem 

simply accepts the response and moves on to exclaim to Satan, 

“Have you seen My servant, Iyov? There is none like him in the land, a 

blameless and upright man who fears God and shuns evil!” To this, Satan 

answers with a mocking question, as if to say: Do You think Iyov is 

fearful of You for no reason? He is only thankful to You because You gave 

him everything in life! Come back to me when You have taught Iyov what 

it means to struggle. Consequently, Hashem destroys everything that 

ever brought Job happiness. Hashem listens to Satan and seems unable 

to resist Satan’s challenge. 

The above examples from Nach are radical developments that we 

often overlook without fully processing their import. We ought to 

wonder what the meaning behind them is. There are many possible 

answers, all unfortunately speculative. Nevertheless, let us explore 

some of them.  

It is possible that the Torah is very brief and cryptic in its 

references to angelic beings because Hashem does not really want 

us humans to know about them. This is supported by the fact that 

most of the angels in the Torah appear in the guise of people. When 

the three angels come to visit Avraham after his circumcision, they 

are described as שלשה אנשים - three men.17 Similarly, in the struggle 

between Yaakov and what is often interpreted as the angel of Esav,18 

the pasuk describes Yaakov’s adversary as a man –   עמו  אישויאבק , a 

man wrestled with him.” It seems that God is intentionally hiding 

 
17 Bereishit 18:2. 
18 See, for example, Rashi on Bereishit 18:2, based on Bereishit Rabba 77. 
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both from our forefathers and from us the true nature of these 

beings. According to this line of reasoning, Angels are sent out to 

fulfill missions under the guise of men in an effort not to stir our 

mundane imaginations. We simply are not supposed to know about 

these things; so is the way of the world.  

Alternatively, Hashem mentions the supernatural only to create 

an unwavering reverence in Bnei Yisrael. Hashem, and Hashem 

alone, has the power to create and control beings that are so 

unfathomable to us. The only critical piece of information we need 

to know is that these creatures exist, they are real, and they are not 

to be trifled with. Hashem does not wish to say more, and so He 

doesn’t. This is a realm of knowledge not to be crossed by humans. 

Both of the above reasons address the vagueness and brevity of 

the Torah with regard to the supernatural, but not the transition to 

greater detail found in Nevi’im and Ketuvim. It can make one tremble 

to acknowledge that we have absolutely no idea why this change 

occurred. We do not even know if it is a positive development or 

something that should cause us concern. One could argue that it is 

a good thing; the lives of the Jews post-Matan Torah and after their 

entrance into the Land of Israel were not exactly devout ones…. 

The explanation I find most compelling is that God’s distance 

from us was greater during the era of Nach than it was during the 

time period of the Torah. This is evident from the fact that angels in 

the Torah are simply messengers, while in books such as Daniel, 

Zachariah, and Ezra, angels are depicted as teachers of those 

experiencing prophecy. This is because prophecy was not as easily 

decipherable to the prophets or the masses anymore, so the angels 
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not only needed to relay a message, but to explain it.19 For example, 

in Zechariah’s cryptic vision spanning the first few chapters of his 

book, there is an angel guiding him and explaining what the 

prophet is experiencing.20 The wider the gap is between Hashem 

and His people, the more intermediaries are required. 

Angels and Demons in the Gemara 

Regardless of how one understands the distinctions between 

Torah and Nach with regard to the depiction of angels, it is clear that 

all sections of Tanach contain references to supernatural beings. 

Thus, it is not surprising that angels, demons, and magic appear 

frequently throughout the Talmud as well. Given that these beliefs 

endured through so many eras from Tanach to the Talmud, and 

appear persistently in the cornerstone texts of all of them, there must 

be deeper meaning and significance to these otherworldly beings. 

Yet what that meaning might be has always perplexed me. How are 

we to make sense of all these references to mystical creatures? The 

next sections of this paper will analyze several aggadot containing 

angelic or demonic figures and will attempt to draw meaning and 

messages from them.  

Michael, Am Yisrael’s Guardian Angel 

One of the central motifs relating to the mystical that appears 

throughout Tannaitic and Amoraic literature is that each nation has 

its own guardian angel. For example, Rashi famously cites Bereishit 

Rabba 77 that the mysterious ish (man) with whom Yaakov struggles 

 
19 It is evident from Hashem’s conversations with Moshe that they were seeing 

eye-to-eye. This was straightforward prophecy. Hashem clearly corrected 
Moshe when wrong and distinctly told him what his next steps would be. Later 
prophets had a more distant and vague relationship with God their 
responsibilities were not made as clear. 

20 Zechariah 1:9–5:11. 
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prior to his confrontation with Esav is actually שרו של עשו – Esav’s 

guardian angel.21  

Am Yisrael is also granted a guardian angel, Michael. This is 

stated explicitly in Daniel 12:1: “At that time, Michael will stand, the 

great prince who stands in support of the sons of your people…” 

Metzudat David explicitly comments there regarding the angel 

Michael: 

 Who is accustomed to – הרגיל לעמוד תמיד ללמד סניגוריא על ישראל  

always stand to defend Yisrael.22 

The name Michael means “Who is like God?” This indicates that 

although we do not know exactly how this manifests, Michael’s job 

is to somehow demonstrate the great power of God. Knowing this, 

it is understandable that Michael is specifically assigned to the 

Jewish people. According to the midrash, God proclaims to Michael: 

Thou art a fire, and so is Jacob a fire; thou art the head of the 
angels, and he is the head of the nations; thou art supreme over 
all the angels, and he is supreme over all the peoples. Therefore, 
he who is supreme over all the angels shall be appointed unto 
him who is supreme over all the peoples, that he may entreat 

mercy for him from the Supreme One over all.23  

Commentators throughout the centuries have seen Michael’s 

hand in some of the most vital situations in Jewish history. For 

example, Bava Metzia 86b says that the job of revealing to Avraham 

and Sarah that they will miraculously have a baby in one year’s time 

is given to Michael. Perhaps identifying the bearer of this news as 

Bnei Yisrael’s guardian angel indicates that this is a critical moment 

not just for Avaham and Sarah personally as they are finally about 

 
21 Rashi to Bereishit 32:24, s.v. ויאבק איש. 
22 Metzudat David to Daniel 12:1 s.v. העומד.  
23 Aggadot HaYehudim 1:6. 
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to end their painful years of infertility but for the entire Nation of 

Israel, whose next forefather will soon be born. The one named 

“Who is like God?” reminds not just Avraham and Sarah of 

Hashem’s limitless powers, but us as well. This demonstrates that 

even in times of great pain and doubt, we must have faith in our 

omnipotent God.24 Mentioning here the angel whose very name and 

essence broadcasts God’s awesome and merciful powers highlights 

the Divine love and mercy underlying this miraculous pregnancy.  

Later on, in Akeidat Yitzchak, one of the most troubling stories in 

the Torah, Michael is also said to be the voice that calls from heaven 

to order Avraham to spare Yitzchak.25 This conveys God’s Divine 

plan as purposeful; the test serves a purpose even if the human 

sacrifice was not carried out. The angel that sends the order to spare 

Yitzchak is proclaiming, “Who is like God?” because only God is 

powerful enough to expect Avraham to complete this impossible 

mission, and only God is powerful enough to save Yitzchak in the 

end. 

This passage has been learned by many oppressed Jews 

throughout the centuries seeking to find comfort when forced to 

watch their children die in sanctification of God’s name. Gittin 57b26 

relates the tragic narrative of a mother who was forced to watch as 

all seven of her sons were tortured and murdered by the Caesar.27 

The Gemara relates that she pleaded to be allowed to give her last 

son a small kiss goodbye.  As she did so, she cried out to him, “Go 

and tell our Father Avraham, Let not your heart swell in pride – you 

 
24 In fact, many commentators claim that the reason there is a type-scene of 

barrenness of important women in Tanach is for them to turn to God more and 
appreciate their lives once He rids them of this obstacle. 

25 Midrash VaYosha, in A. Jellinek, Beit HaMidrash 1:38. 
26 This chilling story is also recorded in the Book of Maccabees II 7:2. There, the 

evil ruler is Antiochus IV Epiphanes, not Caesar. 
27 Gittin 57b, Maccabees II 7:2. 
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built one altar and did not offer up your son, but I built seven altars 

and actually offered up my sons on them!’”28  

This mother and many others who were forced to end both their 

own and their children’s lives in oppressed times are just a few of 

many examples of people who sought to find consolation and 

strength from Akeidat Yitzchak. It gave them the courage that they 

needed to love and revere Hashem until the very end. 

Unfortunately, though they awaited Michael’s voice ordering them 

to stop, these parents alone were the ones to declare, “Who is like 

God?” 

Another miracle the Midrash ascribes to Michael is causing 

Achashverosh to have insomnia that fateful night in the Purim 

story, wherein he orders his servants to read to him from his Sefer 

HaZichronot and discovers he has never rewarded Mordechai.29 

Hashem chooses to intervene even though the decimation of the 

Jews was decreed in the heavenly court. In order not to take away 

the king’s free will, Hashem sends Michael to simply keep 

Achashverosh awake. As a result, Achashverosh discovers a 

possibly vital ally in a court rife with intrigue and conspiracies: 

Mordechai. Through Michael’s agency, the awesome and endless 

powers of God are proclaimed, even in a story that seemingly has 

nothing to do with Him. 

The Malach HaMavet and the Remedy for Death 

As mentioned above, the earliest biblical reference to 

supernatural power that has a job dedicated to smiting people is the 

Destroyer in the book of Shemot. The Destroyer’s job is expounded 

on in the Talmud.30 Reish Lakish defines this being not only as the 

 
28 Yalkut Shimoni 938. 
29 Esther 6:1–3. 
30 Bava Batra 16b. 
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Malach HaMavet, the Angel of Death, but as Satan and the evil 

inclination as well. Reish Lakish concludes that the source of all pain 

and evil is this power. 

One of the earliest sources that attempts to explain how the 

Malach HaMavet functions is in Makkot 10a: 

The Angel of Death was unable to approach Rav Chisda, a 
famous third generation Amora and take his life because his 
mouth was not silent from his study for even a moment. The 
agent ascended and sat on the cedar tree of the study hall of Rav. 
The cedar tree broke and Rav Ḥisda was momentarily silent, 
startled by the sudden noise, and the agent of the Angel of Death 
overcame him. 

This aggadeta asserts there are rules that limit when the Malach 

HaMavet can take a soul. For example, while a person is engaged in 

Torah study, he is impervious to the Angel of Death’s powers. This 

notion imposes a certain degree of orderliness to Death, as well as a 

mode of protection against it. This must have been comforting to 

Jews struggling with what often seems the arbitrariness of Death, as 

well as its relentless, seemingly unstoppable nature. If learning 

Torah builds a fortress that protects against the Angel of Death, then 

that means the power of God reigns supreme over Death, and by 

linking ourselves to Him and His Torah, we have a method of 

protecting ourselves from the Malach HaMavet’s terrifying clutches.31  

Although the Angel of Death seems to have more control in Nach 

than in the Torah, there still seem to be limits to and remedies for 

 
31 Fascinatingly, the “character” of the Angel of Death develops significantly in 

both Jewish and non-Jewish culture during the Middle Ages due to the spread 
of the Black Death (Bubonic) plague, also known as the Great Mortality, from 
1346 to 1353. For example, it seems that the first depiction of the Angel of Death 
as the Grim Reaper comes from this time. The skeleton represents decay, the 
cloak possibly signifies the cloaks priests or other religious figures would wear 
at funerals, and the scythe, a common agricultural implement at that time, 
indicates that just as a scythe would pluck crops ready to be taken from the 
earth, so too did the Angel of Death reap the humans ready to leave this earth. 
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the potential damage he can do. Apparently, his role also involves 

comforting the Jews and encouraging them to live a devout lifestyle 

in fearful times. 

Demons and Faith 

One of the first and most confusing stories of demons in Jewish 

history is recorded in Kiddushin 29b. Scholars generally dismiss this 

story as random and find that it does not add any meaning to 

Gemara as a whole, but I disagree.  

The story goes as follows: There was a certain horrifying demon 

that appeared as a seven-headed serpent haunting the halls of the 

school of Abaye, a noteworthy fourth-generation amora. This demon 

was so powerful, the Talmud states, that it would terrorize sages 

even during the day,32 and wouldn’t flee even if there were two 

Torah scholars33 present.  

When Abaye got word that Rav Acha bar Ya’akov was coming 

to town, he strangely gave the order that everyone should decline 

lodging to him, so that he would be forced to stay in the beit midrash 

all night. Abaye reasoned that since Rav Acha was a righteous man, 

perhaps a miracle would occur. 

At first glance, it appears that Abaye is sending Rav Acha on a 

suicide mission. After all, even two wise sages together did not 

make the demon flee. What makes Abaye think that trapping Rav 

Acha like this will even work?  

The Gemara continues, reporting that Rav Acha obviously does 

not find lodging, so he does what Abaye predicted: he stays in the 

 
32 The night was so dangerous that the rabbis created an angel to protect man 

during those ominous hours. See Sanhedrin 96a and Nidda 16b. 
33 This implies that in usual cases, two Torah scholars can combine to become so 

unassailable that they can successfully ward off a demon. 
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beit midrash all night. When Rav Acha gazes upon the demon in all 

his serpent-like power, there is no record in the Gemara of him ever 

becoming frightened. Instead, Rav Acha decides to pray. In a world 

that looked upon demons as evidence of chaos and God’s lack of 

control, this Gemara proves that Judaism takes the exact opposite 

approach. The Gemara is telling us that it is at these very moments 

that we most need to remember God. 

Continuing on with his battle against the demon, Rav Acha bows 

with each prayer he says. Each time he does, one of the demon’s 

heads falls off. The story ends with the proclamation that this is a 

complete miracle from Hashem in a situation that otherwise would 

have gone horribly wrong. 

If this tale sounds familiar, you might have learned a similar one 

in school, or perhaps read a similar tale in a book. This is because 

multiple civilizations have a myth of a seven-headed demon, or 

beast, that is eventually defeated by a brave hero. The most common 

myth of a many-headed beast is the Greek and Roman myth34 of 

Hercules defeating the Lernaean Hydra, or the Hydra of Lerna,35 as 

part of his Twelve Labors. A vital difference between the aggadeta 

and the Greco-Roman myth is that Rav Acha defeated the demon 

through his connection to Hashem and Torah, and his emuna that 

Hashem would help. However, Hercules defeated the Hydra 

through physical strength – which wasn’t even enough, since he 

required the help of his nephew, Iolaus, and even so barely won the 

battle.  

 
34 Another old myth of a seven-headed serpent is the one killed by Ninurta, 

patron god of Lagash, in ancient Sumerian beliefs. There are multiple creatures 
similar to this mentioned in Akkadian and Mesopotamian mythology as well. 

35 The exact number of heads this creature had is the subject of debate. The oldest 
versions of the story that are told by Hesiod (in his Theogony) and Alcaeus 
depict six and nine heads, respectively. 
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Later versions of the Hydra myth mention that every time 

Hercules cut down a head, two would regenerate in its place, but 

the heads of the demon in Rav Acha’s story don’t grow back at all, 

allowing for a swift victory. We see here a major ideological 

difference between Judaism and the Romans. Romans viewed 

physical strength and beauty as a necessity in life, something to 

value above all else. It was the only thing they thought would bring 

them victory in their lives.  

We Jews are different. Rav Acha didn’t second-guess himself 

when facing off against the demon and, unlike Hercules, he was 

wholly and utterly alone. Rav Acha didn’t use this battle to 

demonstrate how big of a hero he was; he did what was necessary 

so that he and the rest of the learned men could go back to what they 

loved, and continue learning Torah.  

Hercules was trying to impress the gods; Rav Acha was simply 

trying to return to his. The one who reads the myth of Hercules and 

his Twelve Labors is uncertain whether the hero will be up for the 

challenge. He always seems to win in the nick of time. In the story 

of Rav Acha, there is no question as to his victory. Just like the angels 

mentioned above, here, too, Rav Acha became a holy messenger of 

God. 

Superstitious Practices 

From what we’ve learned so far, it seems as if Jewish beliefs in 

supernatural powers responsible for good and evil can enhance our 

relationship with God. However, there are still some perplexing 

practices that don’t quite make sense according to this line of 

reasoning. Many of them developed among the Jews, and some 

were sanctioned and even encouraged by the Sages. 
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For example, the Gemara in Shabbat 61a differentiates between an 

effective and a false amulet, clearly indicating that they believed 

some amulets were effective: 

The Sages taught in the Tosefta: What is an effective amulet? It is 
any amulet that healed one person once, and healed him again, 
and healed him a third time. 

Using amulets, according to the Talmud, did not arise out of a 

random superstition, but rather a straightforward science: 

And an amulet was [not] only permitted in a case [where] one 

has already [fallen] due to epilepsy36 and wears the amulet in 
order to prevent an additional fall. [Rather,] even if one has 
never fallen, and he wears the amulet so that he [will not] 
contract the illness and [fall,] he is permitted to go out with it on 

Shabbat.37 

The Sages were so convinced of the efficacy of amulets that they 

asserted that one could even violate Shabbat to wear one! How do 

we make sense of the Rabbis’ belief that amulets are effective? 

It appears that Jews did not create amulets as a way to deify the 

power of demons or pray that they would have mercy, but rather as 

reminders to themselves that they should pray to God that demons 

not pursue them. This is proven by the fact that what was written 

within the amulet had to be on parchment, like a Torah scroll. 

Moreover, the power of the amulet was not due to a “spell” written 

on the parchment, but rather a prayer.38 The Rabbis charged the 

amulet with a highly potent prayer containing Divine Names of 

 
36 This understanding of the text follows that of Sefaria.org. 
37 Shabbat 61a. 
38 This detail became distorted in the Middle Ages by paganistic beliefs (see 

Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Avodat Kochavim 1:1) to the point that people 
thought the “magical” part, so to speak, was not the prayer being directed 
toward God, but the formula itself. Therefore, sages such as the Rambam 
denounced their use completely to avoid any confusion. 
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God, not of demons.39 This demonstrates that demons were barely 

considered creatures, let alone deities.  

Another deeply rooted belief of the Sages that is difficult for us 

to make sense of is their fear of even numbers, or zugot.40 This 

includes the fear of eating or drinking something in pairs, etc. It is 

one of the most perplexing superstitions. 

Derived from a vague mention in Pesachim 110b, zugot are not 

explained,41 but the Gemara does comment when there is an issue 

regarding a zug. The Gemara states that a pair of anything made by 

man is not a concern, but a pair of something created by Heaven 

(i.e., types of naturally grown foods) is problematic. This 

demonstrates again that the Gemara is not attributing God-like 

power to anything else aside from God. By contrast, a demon will 

always weaken against odd numbers. 

Though the search for God and the yearning to be closer to Him 

seems self-evident in the stories I have mentioned regarding angels, 

it seems hard to find this theme throughout the beliefs of demons 

and superstitions. However, I believe the answer can be found in 

the zugot. 

At first glance, the belief in the danger of even numbers sounds 

ridiculous, but looking closer, one might be able to tell how its 

meaning represents one of the cornerstones of Judaism: God’s 

Oneness. Scholars who take the classic, rationalistic approach say 

this is nothing more than the obsessive belief in magical numbers, 

but I think there is much more that is overlooked and oversimplified 

about the zugot. According to those who believed in zugot, even 

 
39 Even objects made for angels did not have prayer directed toward angels, they 

simply were requests directed toward God to use His royal servants.  
40 Zug means “pair” in Hebrew. 
41 Possibly because it was self-explanatory at the time. 



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal 

60 

numbers are bad, even malignant, because they can be divided to 

produce two identical copies.   

Odd numbers, however, aren’t subject to this rule. They teach us 

that Hashem cannot be divided or copied; There is only One God,42 

one system that is seemingly full of contradictions to the simple 

human, but all come together to form the spectacular. Therefore, the 

concept of zugot is not a belief because of paganism and Christianity, 

but in response to them. 

Explaining Chazal’s Belief in Celestial Beings and 

Superstitions  

What do we make of the fact that our Sages clearly ascribed 

power and efficacy to some superstitious beliefs and practices? 

     The Science Behind These Beliefs  

It is abundantly clear from the stories explored in this essay that 

the beliefs mentioned within them came from some sort of 

“common wisdom” or logic. Though the ideas associated with them 

are not science as we know it in the twenty-first century, 

nevertheless, they do represent a more archaic form of science that 

predates the Scientific Revolution. Therefore, it is important to note 

that science was in its infancy when these ideas were formed – and 

at a time when nature itself was advancing. Yet the understanding 

of the people living in those times was not developing at the same 

pace. 

Although science is now viewed as detached from our lives and 

simply something that just occurs, in the Talmudic period through 

the Middle Ages, it was not. In the stories mentioned above, the 

Jews demonstrate that they felt more of a personal relationship with 

the events around them. Events did not just simply occur, but had a 

 
42 As opposed to the Christian belief that God can be divided into subparts.  
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Divine purpose. Sarah was not just infertile until she “got lucky” 

after waiting so many agonizing years to have a child. This could 

not be looked at as random, and so it became part of our tradition 

that it was part of the Divine plan.  

Professor Moshe Kaveh, head of the department of physics at Bar 

Ilan University, claims that the world, as described in parashat 

Bereishit as “astonishingly empty,” with darkness “upon the face of 

the deep,” appears stochastic and disorderly; it lacks any evidence 

to suggest that a greater Being is managing it. But through all the 

confusion and chaos, “the spirit of God hovers.”  

If one were to look at single events in their lives, the world might 

seem random and incomprehensible. But we must take a step back 

to look at the full picture. Once we do that, all the injustices we feel 

we have endured can be understood as a small piece of a puzzle that 

plays into each of our purposeful stories. Sometimes things do not 

make sense, but we must never forget that although we might not 

understand or even like a situation, we have the ability to choose 

how we will respond, whether for good or for bad. We have the 

power to bring beauty to the world. When we feel like Hashem does 

not truly see us, that all our efforts are in vain, that nothing matters, 

we must remind ourselves that the “spirit of God hovers” and is 

there for us even when we face the unimaginable.43 This is the 

perspective displayed in these stories.  

Rav Acha knew this to be true. He never became frightened, nor 

did he waver, as Hercules would. Rav Acha had no physical 

strength, only a love for God’s Torah. He did not get infuriated with 

God because he was going through something traumatic that he 

 
43 This is an objective and scientific way to understand events in our lives 

without having our feelings cloud our judgment. It allows us to examine our 
lives in a more fair and accepting way. 
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didn’t “deserve.” Rather, instead of questioning God and His 

control, he decided to pray, understanding that even something as 

seemingly random as this – and what his response would be to it – 

has a purposeful role in the Divine plan.  

Praying does not necessarily mean that one must be 

unquestioning in the face of tragedy, but it symbolizes the 

understanding that our relationship with God has meaning and 

therefore must remain as an unending conversation. Science at the 

time of Rav Acha was not just simply a way of thinking, but a 

comment on life, something that scientists today have lost sight of 

with the rise of atheism.  

Whether we should take Chazal’s work at face value or study the 

beliefs of the time and incorporate the idea that Chazal’s work was 

influenced by that time period is a subject of debate today. Some say 

the latter detracts from the honor of the sages, but I truly believe it 

does not. The history of different cultures from the same time offers 

us a new lens with which to understand and feel more connected to 

Chazal’s thinking. The spectrum of these beliefs marks a progression 

to a more modern and rationalistic thinking. We might think ancient 

beliefs are absolutely absurd now, but this is how science develops. 

Moreover, just as we believe we have come a long way from these 

old beliefs, so, too, will the future generations reflect on ours.  

To be a thinker in this age of constant change and improvement 

in the field of science, we must prioritize the goal of seeking out true 

and unadulterated knowledge rather than being blinded by our 

own egos. And we cannot do that if we do not humble ourselves 

and open our minds to the possibility of other beliefs. Just as this 

essay attempts to explain beliefs and maintain the basic logic behind 

them, so, too, should we all attempt to do so in our daily lives. 

Without open-mindedness, there will be no improvement. If one 
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truly aspires to become a learned individual in this world, they must 

be willing to explore other beliefs for the sake of knowledge.  

The Hidden God  

The prophet Amos predicts in his sefer:44  

“Behold days are coming,” says God, “when I will send a famine 
upon the earth; not a hunger for bread, nor a thirst for water, but 
to hear the word of God…. And they shall sway from ocean to 
ocean, and from the North to the East; they will struggle to 
inquire of the word of God, and they will not find it.”  

The words of Amos marked the beginning of a dark period in 

Jewish history when Hashem withdrew, as it were, from the world, 

ending communication with His beloved people. This was a world 

that lacked meaning, a shadow of what once was. Amos speaks of 

an endless and hungry search for God, a search that creates the 

desire for the beliefs explained in this essay. As Gershon Winkler 

once said,45 

A major factor behind modern man’s renewed flirtation with the 
occult is his quest for greater meaning in life. Trapped by 
sophisticated environmental overstimulation, the human 
creature develops a strong yearning for the simplicities of the 
natural and the mysteries of the supernatural…. Disillusioned 
by the state of world affairs and by his own failure to find 
meaning in life, he concludes that there must be more to life than 
eating for the purpose of working for the purpose of eating. He 
is easy prey for the tens of thousands of cult salesmen who offer 
answers and instant formulas for spiritual satisfaction. 

According to Winkler, we are not seeking out these beliefs 

because we dislike or do not believe in God, rather we are doing so 

because we so yearn to be reconnected to Him. This is evident in the 

 
44 8:11–12. 
45 The Soul of the Matter: A Jewish-Kabbalistic Perspective on the Human Soul Before, 

During, and After “Life,” p. 2. 
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stories mentioned above. They informed the people taking them to 

heart that Hashem might be distant, but He was still with us.  

During the darkest times in Jewish history it was hard for the 

Jews to imagine Hashem’s involvement at all, yet the certainty still 

ran through the Jewish people’s collective unconscious that 

although He might have distanced Himself from the world, He 

never gave up on the Jews. A classic example is Megillat Esther: At 

face value, it has nothing to do with God, but the Jewish people 

across the centuries refused to accept that! Hashem’s hand could 

clearly be seen, they believed, if one would just look hard enough. 

One event in the megilla that immediately comes to mind is when 

the angel Michael woke up Achashverosh at the critical moment. 

Hashem was not taking Achashverosh’s free will away, but sending 

a messenger to give him a little push. 

Stories such as the ones we have explored in this essay display 

that same attempt and desire to search for God. They tell of the 

Jewish people’s elevating events that could be explained by mere 

happenstance into miracles brought about by an angel’s 

involvement.  
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Personal Note 

The reason I chose this topic to research all year is that I never 

understood the purpose of interrupting halachic talks in the Gemara 

to insert aggadeta, and I knew other people struggled with this, too. 

It felt wrong to me to completely disregard this part of Gemara and 

say that none of it applies nowadays, but I didn’t know what else to 

do with it.  

Although I didn’t expect to at first, not only did I find my answer 

to this question, but I was introduced to the world of Babylonian 

and of Germanic Jewry. I had always learned about these times in 

history, but diving into their daily beliefs and the reasoning behind 

them made me feel connected to these lost communities. Like them, 

I myself feel the tension between conformity and honoring Hashem 

in a secular world. Like them, I have a desire to expand on the Torah 

and to search for sparks of God’s divinity. And it brings me comfort 

to know that I am part of a long chain of Jews throughout the ages 

who have yearned for the same things. Religious Jews continue to 

exist and continue to be enraptured by their relationship with God.  

I would like to thank all the Midreshet Lindenbaum staff for 

their help and encouragement, and for this special opportunity to 

really learn and develop skills as a Jewish writer. I thank my family 

and friends for cheering me on during both the good times and the 

stressful times when writing this paper. This really has been so 

meaningful for me.  

Lastly, I hope I have proven to anyone reading this paper that it 

is possible to draw meaning from the mystifying elements of our 

religious texts, and I encourage all readers to plumb these sections 

for meaning themselves. 

 



 

66 

When Science and Halacha 

Collide 
Jessie Tuchman 

Many Jewish thinkers throughout the ages have believed and 

continue to believe that not only do science and Torah not 

contradict, but further, they even complement each other. Rabbi 

Jonathan Sacks explained this concept well, stating that “We need 

scientific explanation to understand nature. We need meaning to 

understand human behavior and culture.”1 The great Albert 

Einstein agreed, believing that “Science without religion is lame; 

religion without science is blind.” However, in today’s day and age, 

it is sometimes difficult for an observant Jew to reconcile the 

conflicts between science and Torah. Chazal established countless 

halachot that are rooted in the world and time in which they lived, 

as well as in their understanding of science. Over the course of the 

last few centuries, our knowledge of science has progressed, and as 

a result, it has become evident that some halachot are predicated on 

an understanding of science that is no longer viewed as accurate. 

There are a number of instances in which a modern scientific 

discovery seems to prove wrong previous assumptions made in the 

Gemara. What is one supposed to do in these cases? Do we change 

halacha to match our new scientific understanding? Do we uphold 

the halachic conclusions reached in the Gemara even when they seem 

based on faulty scientific knowledge? Modern-day halachic 

authorities have to navigate the conflict between ancient laws and 

 
1 Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, The Great Partnership (New York: Schocken, 2014) 

7. 
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modern discoveries to ultimately determine the proper psak 

(practical application) within these areas of halacha.2  

Three Positions 

Some Jewish thinkers and poskim believe that the halacha as stated 

in the Gemara must be upheld at all costs. Scientists are the ones who 

are fallible, not Chazal. If there is a conflict between the two, it must 

be that modern science is the one that is mistaken, and surely later 

experiments will reveal that to be the case. Alternatively, Rav 

Eliyahu Eliezer Dessler, author of Michtav Me’Eliyahu, suggests a 

novel way to simultaneously uphold the correctness of all the 

halachot stated by Chazal in the Gemara while also accepting current 

scientific truths. He proposes that the bottom-line psak halacha 

predated its explanation. Chazal knew through mesora (tradition) 

what the halacha was supposed to be, and then they sought an 

explanation to make sense of it. Thus, one should certainly still 

follow the halacha, even in instances when the explanation is no 

longer plausible, for the explanation is not what determined the 

halacha.3 

On the other end of the spectrum are those sources willing to 

acknowledge that Chazal were not experts in science and/or 

medicine, and therefore we are not obligated to follow their medical 

or scientific pronouncements. Even people as early as the Geonim 

noticed that Chazal’s scientific understanding was not always 

correct. Rav Sherira Gaon and Rav Hai Gaon both articulated that 

 
2 Interestingly, non-Jewish scholars and thinkers had to address this issue also. 

Galileo Galilei, the renowned Italian astronomer, expressed in a letter to 
Benedetto Castelli in the year 1613 that "...though Scripture cannot err, its 
expounders and interpreters are liable to err in many ways." A devout 
Catholic, the intelligent Galilei recognized that the infallibility of God does not 
ensure the infallibility of His adherents.  

3 Michtav Me’Eliyahu, Vol. 4, p. 355-356. 
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Chazal were not doctors; they were merely reporting their thoughts 

and perspective on the things that they witnessed.4 Similarly, the 

Rambam5 believed most of the Talmudic remedies to be ineffective, 

thus explaining why he does not cite any of the Talmudic cures in 

his Mishneh Torah.  

The Hungarian Talmudic scholar Rabbi Moshe Shmuel Glazner 

agreed with this sentiment, claiming that Chazal were merely 

utilizing the limited knowledge and resources available to them.6 

Therefore, in a more educated generation such as the current one, 

these halachot should be reconsidered. The Maharal of Prague7 

related this concept to mathematics and astronomy, stating that 

"Ptolemy was right in his time, so why should not Copernicus be 

right today? In a few centuries, another revolutionary mind will 

arise and refute the theories of Copernicus. Such is the progress of 

human thought, constantly exposed to the ups and downs of 

inquiry, guiding reason to areas of perpetual renewal."  

In Rabbi Shlomo Almoli’s sixteenth century sefer, Me’Asef Lechol 

HaMachanot, he reports that:  

It is possible for the later authorities to know and comprehend 
more than the earlier authorities on two accounts. First, on 
account of specialization. It is possible for a later authority to 
specialize in one topic, focusing all his effort and talent on its 
study, with the result that his comprehension of the topic will 
supercede that of the earlier authorities. Second, on account of 
the cumulative effect of knowledge…We, however, are the 
beneficiaries of their research. All their discoveries and proofs 
are laid out before us like a set table. The light of their wisdom 
provides us with light and serves as our eyes…”  

 
4 Teshuvot HaGeonim, no. 394. 
5 Hilchot De’ot 4:18. 
6 In his sefer Dor Revi’i. 
7 Netivot Olam 24c. 
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Even those who believe that we ought to reconsider halachot that 

are based on outdated scientific understanding agree that certainly 

their work should be recognized and appreciated, especially as the 

current world of knowledge would not be where it is without the 

insights of their time. 

The remaining sources position themselves somewhere in the 

middle between these two extremes, modifying their piskei halacha 

on a case-by-case basis. In a letter from Rav Samson Rafael Hirsch 

to R. Hyle Wechsler in 1876, it was recorded that:  

Anyone who engages in the study of the words of the Sages must 
above all realize that they were primarily scholars of the divine 
law, transmitting and teaching the Torah and its precepts. They 
were not, as such, biologists, mathematicians, astronomers, or 
physicians except insofar as knowledge in these fields was 
relevant and required for the proper understanding and 
observance of Torah and mitzvot. Knowledge of these disciplines 
was not part of the Sinaitic tradition… Even in one’s own field 
of study, it is neither possible nor expected to discover and to 
know everything by means of one’s own experiments. Most of 
one’s knowledge is dependent upon researches done by others. 
Should those prove to have been erroneous, no blame is attached 
to the individual. It is of sufficient merit to have acquired all the 
established body of knowledge in one’s field. In no way is one’s 
stature diminished if, during a later age, it is discovered that 
some of the propositions relied upon were flawed. Such, too, is 
the case with respect to the Sages’ knowledge in the sciences. 
They acquired the body of scientific knowledge as established in 
their age. In this respect their scholarship was on a par with that 
of their Gentile contemporaries. I believe that wherever we find 
a startling statement of this nature made by the Sages, and we 
research it properly, we will find that it was a widely held belief 
in those days. Moreover, we find that the Sages regarded the 
wisdom of Gentile sages as equal to their own in respect to 
scientific matters. When deciding upon the correctness of a 
scientific argument with Gentile men of learning, they did not 
rely on their own tradition but upon reason. They would even 
acknowledge the superior wisdom of Gentiles by saying, “Their 
arguments are more sound than ours,” as they did, for instance, 
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in the argument about the orbit of the sun by day and by night, 
as related in Pesachim. The Jewish Sages said, “By day the sun 
orbits below the firmament, and by night above the firmament.” 
The Gentile sages said, “By day the sun orbits below the 
firmament, and by night below the earth.” Rabbi Judah the 
Prince added: “Their arguments are more cogent than ours.” 
This, I consider clear proof for what I have said.  

While it is apparent from R’ Hirsch’s words that the science of 

our Sages should not be blindly accepted, he is hesitant to make any 

formal alterations to halachot as a result of this opinion.  

Azariah de Rossi, a Jewish physician and scholar from the 1500s 

known for his study of aspects of Jewish history, also stakes out a 

middle position. He writes in Me’or Einayim:8  

Everything, large and small, which they handed to us as given 
by a tradition from Moses on Sinai, as having learned it through 
one of the hermeneutic rules from the Torah, or as having 
extended it in order to make a fence around the Torah - in all 
such cases far be it from us to enter any demurrer and contradict 
them, as if their testimony were not reliable and as if our ways 
were better than theirs… However, [we must deal differently 
with] matters which, by their very nature, could not have been 
announced to them on Sinai, such as events which happened 
thereafter, and with other data about which we are certain that 
they stated them as their own opinion without the backing of 
Scripture. Wherever it is possible for us to harmonize them with 
what has been established as true by later scholars we should do 
so… But when this is impossible, we must assume that they [the 
Sages] did not report a tradition from the Prophets but merely 
heard it from the scholars of their own time...We ought not to 
flatter them against their will by stating with our lips what we 
do not believe in our hearts. 

Fascinatingly, he distinguishes between on the one hand, 

traditions received by Moshe at Sinai, laws derived directly from the 

Torah via the hermeneutic principles, and laws instituted by the 

 
8 Section 28. 
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Rabbis to create fences protecting Torah law from violation, versus 

on the other hand, matters stated by the Rabbis “as their own 

opinion.” The former group we cannot question, challenge, or alter. 

However, the latter laws are subject to change when they cannot be 

harmonized with “what has been established as true by later 

scholars.” 

This conflict can be applied to any area of research that has 

developed over time, including areas not related to Judaism or 

halacha. For example, heart attack symptoms differ in men and 

women. Since all of the subjects in the original studies were 

exclusively men, only male symptoms were known, and women 

solely looked out for those symptoms.9 This ultimately prevented 

women from being able to identify the early stages of a heart 

attack.10 This example highlights the need to incorporate new 

discoveries into current practice. At the same time, it also reflects 

the ongoing value of the original research; just because the original 

findings do not apply universally, does not mean they do not still 

apply to men. Both of these points are evident in our conversation 

about the evolution of halacha and science as well. We should not 

abandon what we have learned from past experts and research (i.e., 

Chazal and Gemara), while remaining open to new scientific 

advances and their implications for halacha. 

Case Studies 

Killing Lice on Shabbat 

A central example in which the conflict between science and 

halacha comes to a head is the question of whether one can kill a 

 
9 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20160159/ , 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10944565/  
10 For instance, most women do not experience classic symptoms such as chest 

or arm pain. 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20160159/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10944565/
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louse on Shabbat. It is Biblically forbidden to kill animals or insects 

on Shabbat, for doing so would violate the prohibition of shechita 

(slaughter), one of the 39 melachot of Shabbat. The Gemara on Shabbat 

107b explicitly states that lice are an exception and may be killed on 

Shabbat since they spontaneously generate. In other words, Chazal 

believed in the scientific theory that living organisms can develop 

from nonliving matter and that lice are among those organisms that 

do so; thus killing them is not considered shechita, and may be done 

on Shabbat. Modern science has discredited the concept of 

spontaneous generation, as Louis Pasteur proved that all living 

things are created from fertilization and reproduction. Poskim are 

therefore stuck: do they uphold the leniency explicitly stated in the 

Gemara that lice may be killed on Shabbat even though the reason the 

Gemara supplies – that lice spontaneously generate - is now known 

to be false? 

Some believe that since the halacha was based on faulty 

understanding, it must be revised, and it is no longer permissible to 

kill lice on Shabbat. Rabbi Yitzchak Lampronti, the author of Pachad 

Yitzchak and the teacher of Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto (the 

Ramchal), believes that when the science behind a halacha has been 

undeniably refuted, we must revise the halacha.11 This would 

especially be true in the lice case, since revising the halacha in this 

instance would involve acting stricter than the Talmud, by 

prohibiting killing lice on Shabbat, which the Talmud permits. This 

makes revising the halacha easier in this instance.  

Others agree that we cannot possibly continue to permit the 

killing of lice on Shabbat, yet still want to uphold the infallible 

wisdom of Chazal. They argue that the lice mentioned in the Gemara 

are not the same as the lice that we know today, but a specific type 

 
11 Pachad Yitzchak, entry “Tzeyda.” 
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of lice that existed in Talmudic times that were born from sweat.12 If 

one follows this approach, when the Gemara permitted killing lice 

on Shabbat, it was referring only to the type of lice that existed then 

which did in fact spontaneously generate. It would therefore be 

forbidden for us nowadays to kill lice on Shabbat, for the lice in our 

times are regular, living creatures born through reproduction, and 

therefore are subject to the prohibition against shechita.  

In contrast, a third position is that the halachot established by 

Chazal remain in effect even when they are based on scientific 

theories that have been debunked. Rav Eliyahu Eliezer Dessler, 

author of Michtav Me’Eliyahu, is in the camp of those who are so 

strongly committed to upholding Chazal’s words that they continue 

to permit killing lice on Shabbat, exactly as stated in the Gemara. Rav 

Dessler utilizes this lice example to illustrate his unique approach, 

as described above. He suggests that halacha existed prior to any 

explanations for it. Chazal already knew that the correct halacha is 

that it is permissible to kill lice on Shabbat. They simply needed to 

find the right reasoning for it, and they suggested spontaneous 

generation. The fact that their explanation turns out to be incorrect 

has no bearing whatsoever on the halacha, which will forever remain 

fixed and unchanging - that it is permissible to kill lice on Shabbat. 

Rav Dessler recommends that we continue seeking a different, more 

logical explanation that fits with current scientific understanding, 

but the halacha remains immutable whether or not a revised 

satisfactory explanation can be found.  

Rabbi Aryeh Carmell, one of Rav Dessler’s outstanding students 

and the one who compiled and translated Michtav Me’Eliyahu, 

suggests a possible explanation in a footnote to Michtav Me’Eliyahu.13 

He proposes that halacha treats reality as it appears in ordinary view. 

 
12 Mishna Berura 316:38. 
13 Vol. 4 p. 355-356, footnote no. 4. 
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Since it is difficult to see the breeding of lice, the halacha treats lice as 

if they spontaneously generate, and it is irrelevant whether or not, 

on the microscopic level, they actually do.14 15 

Babies Born After Eight Months in Utero 

Though fascinating from an analytical perspective, whether or 

not one may kill lice on Shabbat is not the most pressing issue. 

However, there are other instances in which the way one resolves 

the conflict between halacha and science may be what stands 

between life and death.  

Masechet Shabbat 135a states: 

ין ָעָליו  ין ְמַחְללִּ ין ָעָליו ֶאת ַהַשָבת. ּוֶבן ְשמֹוָנה, אֵּ ְבָעה, ְמַחְללִּ ָתנּו ַרָבַנן: ֶבן שִּ
 :ֶאת ַהַשָבת

It was taught in a braita that one may desecrate Shabbat for a child 
born after 7 months of gestation in order to prepare him for his 

 
14 An additional example that Rav Dessler discusses in Michtav Me’Eliyahu is that 

Chazal believed that cats possess a certain poisonous substance under their 
claws which causes the death of any animal mauled by a cat. The halachic 
relevance of this is that it led Chazal to assume that an animal clawed by a cat 
is a treifa, or an animal that is about to die imminently from some defect or 
injury, rendering it non-kosher even if given a proper shechita (Chullin 53a). 
While we now know that cats do not in fact have poison under their claws, it 
is true that stray cats often have rabies or some other similar illness. Further, 
Rabbi Aryeh Carmel postulated that due to the shape of a cat’s claw, meat gets 
trapped underneath when the cat withdraws its claw after an attack, which 
eventually rots and creates bacteria, which is then implanted into the cat’s next 
victim. Rav Dessler’s interpretation of this case is that regardless of the modern 
understanding that cats do not have poison under their nails, Chazal made all 
of their assessments based on observation, and they were not too far off from 
reality. 

15 Another commentator, the Ohr HaChaim wrote on Bereishit 1:1: “There is no 
prohibition against differing from the words of our Sages except if it changes 
halacha. Similarly, we find that even though the Amoraim did not have the right 
to disagree with Tannaim in halachic matters…we find that they offered 
alternative explanations to verses.” 
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circumcision, but for a child born after 8 months of gestation, one 
may not desecrate Shabbat. 

This is one of several sugyot in Shas that reflect Chazal’s 

assumption, as was the widespread belief at their time, that a baby 

born after 7 months in utero could possibly be viable, but one born 

after 8 months had no chance of survival. The immediate context of 

this Gemara is whether or not one may violate Shabbat in order to 

perform a brit mila on the baby, but it has much broader implications 

for whether one may violate Shabbat for the baby in other ways as 

well. For example, the Gemara goes on to say:   י הּוא    —ֶבן ְשמֹוָנה ֲהרֵּ

ֶבן, ְוָאסּור ְלַטְלְטלו ְכאֶ  ֹ - that a baby born after 8 months of pregnancy is 

considered muktzeh like a stone and it is forbidden to move him! It 

even adds that since it is forbidden to move him, his mother can 

only nurse him by leaning over him, and even that is permitted only 

because of potential danger to the mother if we don’t enable her to 

nurse. 

Modern science has consistently disproven Chazal’s belief that an 

8-month fetus cannot survive, and certainly that it is less likely to 

survive than a 7-month one. Our Sages’ understanding that a baby 

born after 8 months gestation is less likely to survive than one born 

after 7 months was clearly flawed since it is extremely well-

established in modern times that a fetus progressively develops, 

and the longer it is in utero, the greater its likelihood of surviving. 

In fact, a seven-month fetus has a survival rate of 38-90% 

(depending on its birth weight), while an eight-month fetus has a 

survival rate of 50-98%.16 What do the poskim do with this? Do they 

uphold the halacha as stated in the Gemara and prohibit violating 

Shabbat to care for a newborn baby born after 8 months in utero? Or 

 
16 Elizabeth S. Draper, Bradley Manktelow, David J. Field, and David James, 

“Prediction of Survival for Preterm Births by Weight and Gestational Age: 
Retrospective Population Based Study,” British Medical Journal, Volume 319 
Issue 7217, Oct. 1999, 1093-1097. 
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do they acknowledge that contrary to Chazal’s conviction, 8-month 

babies can survive and thus we ought to do whatever possible to 

save them, even when it involves Shabbat violation? 

 The Shulchan Aruch in Hilchot Shabbat 330:7 upholds the ruling 

of the Gemara and affirms that though in general one should break 

Shabbat to assist in the birth of a baby, this does not apply to an 8-

month fetus. Despite the usually authoritative ruling of the Shulchan 

Aruch, virtually all modern-day poskim agree that Shabbat should be 

violated to save 8-month babies. Some base their rulings on Tosafot,17 

who argue that fetal months cannot be measured accurately; one 

could make the case that the baby’s date of conception was 

miscalculated, and the baby is in fact a seven or nine-month baby, 

for whom Shabbat should be violated. Thus, the law is upheld that 

Shabbat may not be violated for an eight-month baby, yet practically 

speaking, one is allowed to break Shabbat for supposed eight-month 

babies, since there is a chance that they are really seven or nine-

month babies. 

The Chazon Ish in Yoreh De’ah 155:4 says that this is a case of 

 that nature has changed since the time of Chazal, and a ,נשתנה הטבע

baby born in the eighth month can now live; therefore, we should 

violate Shabbat to save him. By employing the concept of  נשתנה הטבע, 

the Chazon Ish is able to simultaneously uphold the wisdom of 

Chazal and to permit us to save viable babies. Essentially, he is 

arguing that Chazal were right - at their time, 8-month babies were 

not viable and Shabbat should not have been violated to try to save 

them. But now, nature has changed and 8-month babies have the 

potential to survive and should be saved at all costs. Interestingly, 

the Minchat Yitzchak 4:123:19-20 goes even further to uphold Chazal’s 

wisdom while still enabling us to save 8-month babies by claiming 

that, even nowadays, 8-month babies are in fact less viable than 7-

 
17 Yevamot 80a. 
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month ones, but modern medical technology can enable even 

vulnerable 8-month babies to survive.  

The Shevet HaLevi18 comes to the same conclusion as the Chazon 

Ish that we can save 8-month babies but with slightly different 

argumentation. As opposed to the Chazon Ish who argued that 

nature has changed (נשתנה הטבע), the Shevet HaLevi posits that reality 

has changed (המציאות  Eight-month babies now are no .(נשתנה 

different than 1500 years ago, but technology has advanced over the 

past 1500 years, enabling babies to survive now that wouldn’t have 

had a chance at the time of Chazal. In particular, he cites the 

invention of the incubator, a device that allows for premature 

infants’ vital organs to develop outside the womb. This piece of 

modern medical technology has radically improved premature 

babies’ chances of survival, which has in turn altered modern 

poskims’ views on the matter.19 20 Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach 

 
18 Shu”t Shevet HaLevi Chelek 8 Siman 89. 
19 The issue of the viability of an 8-month baby also arises in cases of yibum. 

Fascinatingly, in that context, the Rama comments: 
כבר תמהו על זה ואע"ג דאמרינן בגמרא יולדת לתשעה אינה יולדת למקוטעין,  

וכן הוא   שעכשיו נשתנה הענין, אלא שאנו צריכים לומר  רבים שהחוש מכחיש זה
 בכמה דברים.

And even though we say in the Talmud that a pregnant woman 
for nine months cannot be a "pieced" pregnancy [i.e. eight 
months and a day, for it will die], many have already questioned 
this because empirical evidence contradicts it. Rather we must 
say that now, the matter has changed, and similarly for many 
things (Even HaEzer 156:4). 

20 Similar to the status of a baby born in the eighth month, childbirth, specifically 
Cesarean delivery, was much more dangerous and precarious in the times of 
Chazal and the Rishonim. The Rambam, on a mishna in Masechet Bechorot (2:9), 
questions the capability of a woman to receive a C-section procedure and 
survive, especially enough to give birth a second time (through a normal 
vaginal delivery). Rambam is correct that during his time period, C-sections 
were only performed on women who had already passed away, women whose 
anatomies were damaged to the point where they would be incapable of 
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paskened21 that 23 weeks is the earliest point at which a baby can 

survive now due to the immense aid provided by incubators, and 

Shabbat should be violated even to save babies born that 

prematurely.  

Metzitza B’Peh 

The procedure of a brit mila is another case in which halacha has 

come into conflict with modern-day science and medicine. In earlier 

generations, many would suck on the wound in order to stop the 

bleeding caused by the circumcision. This practice of metzitza b’peh 

stems from the Gemara,22 which not only states that a brit mila should 

be done using this procedure, but even posits that not practicing this 

can threaten the baby’s health - to the point where they remove the 

mohel from his position as circumcisor if he does not do metzitza 

b’peh! However, it was later discovered by doctors that this method 

can endanger the baby through infection and negatively affect the 

child’s blood following the circumcision. In a famous letter 

published in 1845, Rabbi Moses Sofer (known as the חתם סופר) stated 

that metzitza does not have to be done orally, but instead a sponge 

can be used to clean the wound.23 In the year 1900, a group of 42 

Hungarian rabbis published a letter defending the practice of 

metzitza b’peh. When the AIDS epidemic was at its peak, many rabbis 

made the transition to performing the oral suction using a straw, 

 
having another child, or women who had not yet passed away but were likely 
going to soon after. On the other hand, Rav Moshe Feinstein stated that nature 
has changed since the time of the Rambam, or, medical knowledge and 
procedures have changed.  

21 As quoted in Shmirat Shabbat Kehilchata, 36:12, n. 24. 
22 Shabbat 133b. 
23 This letter was first printed in 1845 by Menachem Mendel Stern in the 

periodical Kochvei Yitzchak. It is quoted in a number of secondary sources, 
including Bris Avraham HaKohen by Rabbi Rami Cohen (New York, 1993), 192. 
It was originally written in 1837 as a letter to Rabbi Eliezer Horowitz, the chief 
rabbi of Vienna. 



Jessie Tuchman 

79 

thus preventing the rabbi’s mouth from touching the baby, and 

ultimately preventing the transmission of HSV-1 to the child from 

the mohel. The controversy of whether the practice of metzitza b’peh 

should be allowed even reached the point of representatives from 

New York City’s Department of Health and Mental Hygiene 

meeting with representatives of ultra-Orthodox Jews to discuss the 

matter.  

Eating Meat and Fish Together 

The topic of whether it is permissible to eat meat and fish 

together has been an ongoing conversation since the time of the 

Talmud. The Gemara in Pesachim 76b prohibits eating meat that has 

been cooked together with fish due to the concern that doing so 

would cause bad breath and/or tzara’at. The Shulchan Aruch in 

Hilchot Seudah24 states that one must wash his or her hands in 

between eating fish and meat and eat bread between the two to 

clean out one’s mouth, as mixing fish and meat can cause tzara’at. 

The Magen Avraham, cited later by the Mishna Berura,25 comments:26 

אין סכנה כ"כ דחזינן כמה דברים המוזכרים בגמ' שהם  ואפשר דבזמן הזה 
 …סכנה לרוח רעה ושאר דברים והאידנא אינו מזיק דנשתנו הטבעיות 

It’s possible that nowadays meat and fish together is not such a 
danger, because we see a number of items mentioned in the 
Gemara as dangerous that nowadays do not injure because 
nature has changed. 

In other words, the Magen Avraham here is invoking the concept 

of הטבע  that nature has changed. He is suggesting that – נשתנה 

eating fish and meat together indeed caused tzara’at in the times of 

the Gemara, but nature has changed so that it no longer does. 

Therefore, even though Chazal were correct in the Gemara to advise 

 
24 Yoreh De’ah 116:3. 
25 Orach Chayim 173:3. 
26 Orach Chayim 173:2. 
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against eating fish and meat together, we no longer have to be 

careful to separate them. We saw the Chazon Ish cite the concept of 

 .to explain why 8-month babies are viable nowadays נשתנה הטבע

People with Disabilities 

An additional subject in which there is some conflict between 

halacha and modern developments is people with disabilities. They 

are excluded from many halachot on the assumption that they are 

incapable. More recently, biological and psychological discoveries 

have emerged that prove this theory wrong. Additionally, more 

resources have been provided, allowing them to accomplish what 

was originally thought to be impossible for them. 

In Talmudic times, blind men were not allowed to receive aliyot 

or count for a minyan.27 Today, they do both. The Sefer Ha’Eshkol 

writes that a blind man may receive an aliya to the Torah since he 

can fulfill his obligation of reading the Torah by hearing it read by 

the Chazan.28 HaGaon Rabbeinu Chaim Palagi writes in his Sefer 

Chaim29 that the people in Izmir, Turkey customarily follow the piskei 

halacha of Maran HaShulchan Aruch, but in this case they disregard 

his opinion and allow blind men to receive aliyot. Many 

congregations now rely on the Sefer HaEshkol’s psak in order to 

enable blind men to get called up to the Torah.  

Similarly, according to Chazal, deaf-mutes are among those who 

are considered to have no understanding,30 and, as a result, are 

exempt from all mitzvot. Today, there are schools for the deaf which 

educate them and teach them how to function properly in society 

 
27 Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 139. 
28 Sefer Ha’Eshkol Hilchot Kriat HaTorah 68b.  
29 Chapter 11. 
30 Chagiga 2b. 
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despite their disabilities. Their halachic obligations ought to reflect 

their new reality.  

Women 

For hundreds of years, women were not exposed to the serious 

study of Talmud, while nowadays, almost every single Modern 

Orthodox community in the world teaches girls and women some 

degree of Torah She’be’al Peh, Oral Law. How has this change come 

about?  

The discouragement of women from learning Torah stems from 

a statement of Rabbi Eliezer in the mishna in Sota 3:4. He formulates 

his position as follows: 

תֹו תֹוָרה,  ד ֶאת בִּ ְפלּותָכל ַהְמַלּמֵּ לּו ְמַלְּמָדּה תִּ  :ְכאִּ

 Anyone who teaches his daughter Torah, it is as if he is teaching 
her tiflut.  

The Rambam and Rashi disagree on the definition of the word 

‘tiflut.’ Rashi believes it means ‘immorality,’ meaning that Rabbi 

Eliezer was concerned that women with improper spiritual motives 

would study the Torah and use its knowledge to undermine and 

violate its laws. The Rambam understands tiflut to mean ‘triviality,’ 

that a woman who studies Torah will not understand what she is 

learning. He believed that the majority of women did not possess 

the intellectual ability to learn, such that they would ultimately turn 

the words of the Torah into trivialities.31 Based on these sources, for 

hundreds of years, women were excluded from the study of Torah 

She’be’al Peh. As women began attending universities and graduate 

schools, and began developing successful careers in every field, it 

became clear that, contrary to the Rambam’s assertion, women 

 
31 Rambam Hilchot Talmud Torah 1:13. 
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possess prodigious intellectual and academic capabilities.32 It then 

became a question of whether to modify their Torah education as 

well, and introduce them to the complex world of Torah She’be’al 

Peh.33 This remains an issue of distinction between different camps 

of Orthodoxy, but the Modern Orthodox world, following our major 

poskim, such as Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik34 and Rav Aharon 

Lichtenstein,35 has overwhelmingly moved toward giving women 

access to advanced Talmud study.  

Conclusion 

All of this leads to the obvious question: To what extent can 

halachot be tweaked or adjusted before one must draw the line? A 

possible analogy is to compare halacha to a cardboard or rubber box. 

The walls are flexible and can accommodate new developments, but 

there are limits to how much give and take can be tolerated. The 

absolute dimensions of the box are not debatable. 

The discussion of how scientific and societal developments 

impact halacha is a multifaceted conversation involving numerous 

instances, including whether it is permissible to kill lice on Shabbat, 

whether Shabbat may be violated to save babies born after eight 

 
32 And contrary to Rashi’s, women do not seem to be any more devious than 

men. 
33 It is critical to note that neither Rabbi Eliezer in the Gemara, nor the Rambam, 

nor the Shulchan Aruch use the language of assur in relation to women learning 
Gemara. All use Rabbi Eliezer’s formulation in the Mishna of “tiflut.” The reason 
this is such an essential point is that poskim who encourage women to study 
Torah She’be’al Peh are not altering halacha or encouraging women to do 
something that Chazal or poskim say is prohibited. They are choosing to go 
against what was once Rabbinic advice on the grounds that such advice is no 
longer applicable.  

34 See Rav Soloveitchik’s letter to Rabbi Leonard Rosenfeld published in 
Community, Covenant, and Commitment: Selected Letters and Communications, p. 
83. 

35 See Rav Lichtenstein’s article in Ten Da’at Vol. 3 no. 3 pp. 7-8. 
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months of gestation, whether metzitzah b’peh ought to still be part of 

the brit mila procedure, whether we still need to separate between 

fish and meat, whether blind people should be able to receive aliyot 

and count for minyanim, and whether women should be allowed or 

even encouraged to learn Torah She’be’al Peh. There is no one blanket 

resolution to each individual case that emerges; each situation must 

be analyzed and evaluated on its own merits, taking into account its 

own unique factors.36 A common denominator, however, is the 

readiness and skillfulness of our contemporary authorities to 

grapple with these issues. They will no doubt continue to enable our 

timeless Torah to guide us through every era.   

 
36 This topic has additional, broader implications as well. What happens when 

it’s not modern-day scientific developments that lead to a conflict with halacha 
but rather modern-day values? A primary example is society’s view on 
homosexuality. This issue is beyond the scope of this paper, but I encourage 
the reader to think about it in light of this paper.  
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Personal Note 

I first learned of the concept of evolution in my middle school 

Social Studies class, that modern Homo sapiens emerged from 

numerous previous organisms, such as monkeys, Neanderthals, 

etc., hence placing us in the same ‘primate’ group. I vividly recall 

putting the pieces together and thinking, “But don’t we come from 

Adam and Chava?” I then delved deeply into Sefer Bereishit in my high 

school Tanach class. More questions lingered in my head: How can 

animals have been created on the sixth day, and humans towards 

the end of that day if chimpanzees took millions of years to 

transform into modern man? As I matured and learned more about 

both the scientific as well as the religious perspectives, these 

questions regarding the seeming contradictions between scientific 

evidence and Jewish beliefs continued to bother me. How am I 

supposed to live as an observant Jew in the 21st century when 

Tanach and Chazal could potentially be wrong? 

As there are many areas in which science and Judaism seem to 

conflict, I was unsure of where I wanted to focus my research. After 

much discussion with Rabbanit Dena Rock, she suggested the idea 

of the halachic ramifications of such conflicts. If Chazal say something 

that modern science later disproves, how are situations like these 

resolved? Not only would this thesis tackle an aspect of the topic 

that gripped me from a young age, but it is also extremely relevant 

and continues to develop every day as new scientific discoveries are 

made. 

This paper would not have been possible without the 

outstanding help of Rabbanit Dena Rock. Through the many hours 

of discussions, research, and editing, she was always available and 

eagerly willing to lend a helping hand. If I had a question late at 

night, she responded without delay. Further, she has been a 
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remarkable teacher and her passion for Torah is contagious. Thank 

you for all you have done, Rabbanit Dena! 

Another big thank you goes to Rabbanit Sally Mayer, for 

enabling and encouraging this major opportunity in women’s 

learning to take off. She felt that more scholarly articles should be 

written by women, and her belief in me and my peers never 

wavered. As the Rosh Midrasha of the Midreshet Lindenbaum 

Overseas Program, Rabbanit Sally has made my year in Israel 

unforgettable. Her relatability makes it easy for each and every 

student to create a close relationship with her and learn from her 

incredible wisdom.  

I also must thank Mrs. Norma Mintz. Firstly, as my Tanach 

teacher in high school, her class was instrumental to my interest in 

this topic. She helped me develop my love of learning and helped 

make me into the person I am today. Additionally, she served as my 

Israel Guidance Counselor, and was by my side throughout the 

process of choosing my gap year program. If it was not for Mrs. 

Mintz, I may not have ended up at Midreshet Lindenbaum and may 

not have had the special opportunity of the Matmidot program! 

Thank you to my parents. They have been there for me through 

all my ups and downs and provided me with endless opportunities. 

They have instilled their strong values in me and have shaped me 

and helped me grow. I could not have achieved any of my 

accomplishments if not for all of their love and support. 

Lastly, thank you to you, the reader! I thoroughly appreciate you 

taking the time to read my paper and view all of my hard work. I 

hope my research plants a seed that will ultimately sprout and 

inspire you to dive more into the fascinating interactions between 

science and Torah.  
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Plagues, Pandemics, and 

Precedents 
Rachel Susman 

While it has been common for many to characterize the COVID-

19 pandemic as an unprecedented historical event, the halachic 

issues confronted today echo Biblical and Talmudic narratives and 

halachic discussions found in centuries-old responsa literature. 

However, there have been particular issues presented by COVID-19 

over the past two years that are unique to our modern times and 

thus compelled halachic authorities to rearticulate previously 

addressed principles in light of technological and medical advances.  

In this paper we will endeavor to explore the precedents for 

many of the halachic questions raised by the present COVID-19 

pandemic, and how the wealth of our mesorah has guided our 

behavior. We will first assess the sources in the Torah for the 

definition of a plague and what precautions should be taken when 

there is fear of contagion. Then we will explore past pandemics and 

a variety of rulings that shaped social and halachic behavior for those 

communities. Lastly, we will explore the teshuvot established during 

the recent COVID-19 pandemic reflecting new advanced 

technologies and modern medical equipment. 

A blueprint for our response to today’s pandemic can be found 

as far back as the beginning of our historical tradition, the Torah. 

The halacha’s responses to plagues are somewhat similar to those 

adopted during the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition to communal 

prayer and crying out to God for Divine assistance, we find calls for 

staying indoors to protect the uninfected, and even mask-wearing 

and isolation of the affected to limit the spread of contagion.  
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Religious Responses to Plagues 

Masechet Ta’anit describes the religious response to communal 

crises, including droughts and plagues. Similarly, the Rambam 

writes in Hilchot Ta’anit 1:1: 

ְצַות ֲעשֵּ  בּור.  מִּ יַע ַבֲחצֹוְצרֹות ַעל ָכל ָצָרה ֶשָתבֹוא ַעל ַהצִּ ְזֹעק ּוְלָהרִּ ן ַהתֹוָרה לִּ ה מִּ
ֹעֶתם ַבֲחֹצְצרֹות." ְכלֹוַמר ָכל :ֶשֶנֱאַמר )במדבר י ר ֶאְתֶכם ַוֲהרֵּ ט( "ַעל ַהַצר ַהֹצרֵּ

ר ָלֶכם ְכגֹון ַבֹצֶרת ְוֶדֶבר ְוַאְרֶבה ְוַכיוֹ  יעּו: ָּדָבר ֶשָיצֵּ יֶהן ְוָהרִּ א ָבֶהן ַזֲעקּו ֲעלֵּ  צֵּ

It is a positive Torah commandment to cry out and to sound 
trumpets in the event of any difficulty that arises which affects 
the community, as it is stated (in Bamidbar 10:9): "[When you go 
out to war... against] an enemy who attacks you and you sound 
the trumpets...." [This commandment is not restricted to such a 
limited scope; rather] the intent is: Whenever you are distressed 
by difficulties - e.g., famine, plague, locusts, or the like - cry out 
[to God] because of them and sound the trumpets. 

The Rambam rules that turning to God in times of crisis is a Biblical 

mitzva. 

The mishna (Ta’anit 3:4) attempts to define the type of plague 

which would warrant fasting and prayer.  

ים  תִּ מֵּ ְשלָשה  ֶּמָנה  מִּ ְוָיְצאּו  י,  ַרְגלִּ אֹות  מֵּ ש  ֲחמֵּ יָאה  ַהּמֹוצִּ יר  עִּ ֶדֶבר?  יֶזהּו  אֵּ
י ֶזה ֶדֶבר.  ים ֶזה ַאַחר ֶזה, ֲהרֵּ ְשלָשה ָימִּ  בִּ

What is considered a plague of pestilence? [When is a series of 
deaths treated as a plague?] The mishna answers: If a city that 
sends out five hundred infantrymen, i.e., it has a population of 
five hundred able-bodied men, and three dead are taken out of 
it on three consecutive days, this is a plague of pestilence, which 
requires fasting and crying out. 

The Talmud clearly maintains that in times of plague and pestilence 

one should fast and pray. 



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal 

88 

Avoiding and Preventing the Spread of Disease 

The Talmud (Bava Kama 60b) warns against the spread of plague 

and disease. It is recommended to stay indoors and wait until the 

chaos subsides.  

ת"ר דבר בעיר כנס רגליך שנאמר "ואתם לא תצאו איש מפתח ביתו עד בקר 
כ( "לך עמי בא בחדריך וסגור דלתיך בעדך" ואומר )דברים :ואומר )ישעיהו כו

 ". ב ומחדרים אימהכה( "מחוץ תשכל חר:לב

The Sages taught: If there is plague in the city, gather your feet, 
i.e., limit the time you spend out of the house, as it is stated in 
the verse [in the context of Makkat Bechorot]: “And none of you 
shall go out of the opening of his house until the morning,’” and 
it says (in Yeshayahu 26:20): “Come, my people, enter into your 
chambers, and shut your doors behind you; hide yourself for a 
little moment, until the anger has passed by,” and it says (in 
Devarim 32:25): “Outside the sword will bereave, and in the 
chambers terror.”  

The Gemara relates that Rava would even shut the windows of 

his house in order to block out the plague. This is reminiscent of our 

behavior as Covid swept across every part of the globe. Families 

shuttered themselves in their homes and did not allow themselves 

to leave or did so only for essentials like food or medical attention. 

Similarly, R. Moshe Isserlis, known as the Rama, warns 

individuals to flee the plague and leave towns where there is a high 

rate of infection. He writes in Yoreh De’ah 116:5:  

עוד כתבו שיש לברוח מן העיר כשדבר בעיר, ויש לצאת מן העיר בתחילת 
הדבר ולא בסופו )תשובת מהרי"ל סי' ל"ה(. וכל אלו הדברים הם משום סכנה 
ושומר נפשו ירחק מהם, ואסור לסמוך אנס או לסכן נפשו בכל כיוצא בזה 

 סימן תכ"ז:  ועיין בחושן משפט

They also wrote to flee from the city when a plague is in the city, 
and one should leave at the beginning of the plague and not at 
the end. And all of these things are because of the danger, and a 
person who guards his soul will distance himself from them, and 
it is prohibited to rely on a miracle in all of these matters. 
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The Rama clearly states that one must protect himself from physical 

harm.  

To that end, the Rama himself fled his hometown, Krakow, due 

to an epidemic, and went to Shidlov, where he suffered greatly. It is 

there that he wrote his commentary on Megillat Esther, ספר מחיר יין, 

which he sent to his family in lieu of mishloach manot, as he did not 

have access to traditional foods that he would usually have sent.1 

Writing this commentary also served as an outlet to help the Rama 

cope with the pain he faced due to the separation from loved ones 

during this time.2 

This resonates in our present situation, when we often had to 

modify our Yom Tov celebrations so as to minimize health risks. 

Purim festivities in the year the pandemic emerged (2020/ תש”פ) 

were significantly curtailed, and during Pesach that year, no one was 

allowed to participate in a Seder with anyone outside their 

immediate family.  

There are many more sources in the Gemara that address the 

concern of communal spread of contagion. For example, the Talmud 

in Ta’anit 21b relates that there was once a plague in Ben Chozai. 

Although Nehardea was not close to Ben Chozai, there were 

caravans that traveled regularly from one town to the other. Due to 

concerns that the plague would spread from Ben Chozai to 

 
1 https://www.sefaria.org/Mechir_Yayin_on_Esther 
https://www.torahcafe.com/rabbi-dr-edward-reichman/the-halachic-

response-to-pandemics-through-the-ages-video_ebf71fe99.html  
https://www.torahinmotion.org/sites/default/files/programs/e-

tim_virtual_jewish_medical_ethics_12th_international_conference__5.pdf  
Rabbi Dr. Edward Reichman’s immense knowledge on this topic has been 

indispensable to this paper. Many of the sources mentioned are ones he has 
cited and shed light on. The idea for this paper stemmed from listening to his 
lecture on the topic, and much of the research included in this work is based 
on his research and ideas.  

2 Polin Museum of the History of Polish Jews 

https://www.sefaria.org/Mechir_Yayin_on_Esther
https://www.torahcafe.com/rabbi-dr-edward-reichman/the-halachic-response-to-pandemics-through-the-ages-video_ebf71fe99.html
https://www.torahcafe.com/rabbi-dr-edward-reichman/the-halachic-response-to-pandemics-through-the-ages-video_ebf71fe99.html
https://www.torahinmotion.org/sites/default/files/programs/e-tim_virtual_jewish_medical_ethics_12th_international_conference__5.pdf
https://www.torahinmotion.org/sites/default/files/programs/e-tim_virtual_jewish_medical_ethics_12th_international_conference__5.pdf
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Nehardea, the rabbis decreed a fast in Nehardea. This echoes our 

fear of travel during the pandemic as the concept of “red countries” 

(countries with such a high rate of infection that other countries 

prohibited their citizens from visiting) developed.  

Similarly, the Gemara in Ketubot 77b discusses a disease known 

as ראתן. It describes its symptoms in graphic detail: watery eyes, a 

runny nose, drool, and flies resting upon the infected. The Gemara 

also relates how one should act if indeed they know someone is 

infected. Rabbi Zeira would not sit where wind blew from the 

direction of a ra’atan patient. Rabbi Elazar would not go into the tent 

of someone with ra’atan, and Rabbi Ami and Rabbi Asi would not 

eat eggs from a street where someone afflicted with the disease 

lived. On the other hand, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi would interact 

with the sick and study Torah, citing as justification Mishlei 5:19 

which describes Torah as a graceful doe. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi 

derived from this that if Torah bestows grace on people who learn 

it, it should certainly protect them from illness as well. 

These opposing approaches presented in the Gemara to ra’atan 

mirror those that were expressed in our communities during our 

current pandemic. Most people were extremely concerned at first 

and went to great lengths to limit contact with others, and if 

someone was sick, they certainly would not interact with them. In 

contrast, others felt that if they were pious and continued their 

religious communal practices, then relying on God’s mercy and 

cloak of protection was enough.3 While many adhered to health 

officials’ guidelines stringently, there were many who shunned 

mask wearing and social distancing, even while continuing to 

gather at social events.  

 
3 Some make the same argument to explain why they refuse the vaccine. 
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We find strikingly similar precautions in the Torah. For example, 

the safety measures discussed in Sefer Vayikra concerning tzara’at are 

very similar to how we as a society are now dealing with our current 

pandemic. When Hashem first discusses what Moshe and Aaron 

should do when a member of Bnei Yisrael is suspected of having 

developed tzara’at, He explains how they must warn the people that 

if they develop a skin condition on their bodies, the infection must 

be reported to Aaron or one of the other priests so that they can 

appropriately diagnose the malady. Vayikra 13:4-6 relates that if 

someone has a certain discoloration on his skin, the Kohen should 

isolate him for seven days, and if necessary for even more time, until 

he is clean.4  

The Torah in Vayikra 13:46 states that someone who is unclean 

due to tzara’at should reside outside the camp, away from others:  

ֵ֞י ֲאֶשֶׁ֨ר ַהֶנֶּ֥ ֹו׃כׇל־ְימֵּ ַּמֲחֶנָ֖ה מֹוָשבָֽ חֶּּ֥וץ ַלָֽ ֶּ֔ב מִּ ֵ֣א הּ֑וא ָבָדֵ֣ד יֵּשֵּ ְטָמָ֖א ָטמֵּ  ַגע בֹּ֛ו יִּ

The דעת זקנים comments that he should dwell apart because of a 

fear of transmitting the disease to others, and that, if he does not 

stay away he risks infecting his neighbors: 

  5לפי שאותו חולי מתפשט בבני אדם הרגילין אצלו… בדד ישב. 

Similarly, in our own times, isolating infected individuals was 

mandated to limit the spread of disease during COVID. 

Furthermore, there is even a pasuk that supports mask wearing 

to prevent contagion. Vayikra 13:45 states:  

ָפרֶּּ֔וַע   ְהֶיֵ֣ה  יִּ ְוֹראשֹו֙  ים֙  ְפֻרמִּ ְהיּ֤ו  יִּ ְבָגָדֵ֞יו  ַהֶנֶַּ֗גע  ֲאֶשר־בֵֹ֣ו  ַיְעֶט֑ה ְוַהָצרּ֜וַע    ְוַעל־ָשָפָ֖ם 
ֶּ֥א ָ֖א ׀ ְוָטמֵּ א׃ ָטמֵּ ְקָרָֽ    יִּ

As for the person with a leprous infection: his clothes shall be 
rent, his head shall be left bare [others translate: disheveled] and 

 
4 Vayikra 13:4-6. 
5 Da’at Zekenim on Vayikra 13:46. 
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his upper lip shall be covered over; and he shall call out, 
“Impure! Impure!” 

The Ibn Ezra explicitly comments that the practice of covering 

one's mouth is in order that they do not spread the disease to other 

people, by harming them with “the breath of their mouth.”6  

Similarly, in Sefer Melachim, Hashem strikes king Azariah with 

tzara’at, so he has to live in isolated quarters, thus giving up his 

position of power, isolated from his subjects.7  

Much of our biblical advice seems to mirror the guidelines 

suggested by our present health agencies. 

In addition to the above Biblical sources that detail ancient 

guidelines for appropriate behavior in reaction to contagious 

disease that find parallel in current worldwide social behavior, there 

are precedents for our current halachic questions engendered by the 

present pandemic that find guidance in instances of plague over the 

course of several centuries. At the beginning of the pandemic in the 

US, individuals who were exposed to an infected patient had to 

quarantine, isolation was required for those who were ill, and social 

distancing was mandated everywhere.  

For example, Olam Hafuch, a diary recounting R. Avraham 

Catalano’s experiences during the Bubonic plague of 1629-1631 in 

Padua,8 mentions that the Jews made their own Lazaretto, an 

isolation house for those infected with the plague. He describes that 

the Jews were told that if they would not build their own Lazaretto 

they would have to stay in the city Lazaretto where they would not 

 
6 Ibn Ezra Vaykira 13:45. 
7 Melachim II 15:5. 
8 The manuscript is part of the Columbia University library. 
Olam Hafuch 

https://exhibitions.library.columbia.edu/exhibits/show/hebrew_mss/com
munities/x893_ab8  

https://exhibitions.library.columbia.edu/exhibits/show/hebrew_mss/communities/x893_ab8
https://exhibitions.library.columbia.edu/exhibits/show/hebrew_mss/communities/x893_ab8
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be able to keep kosher and it would be much harder to stay Jewish. 

He also records the names of infected individuals and the 

subsequent deaths that occured. Quarantine of the exposed is also 

detailed. The end of the manuscript even includes procedures to be 

followed in the event of future health crises.  

On a similar note, Glikl of Hameln, a woman from Germany was 

visiting Hannover with her family for Sukkot, when her four-year- 

old daughter, Tsipor, began showing symptoms of the plague that 

ravaged Europe at the time. Their only choice was to send their 

young daughter away, along with a caretaker, to a nearby village so 

that she could isolate there for the holiday. When Tsipor’s father 

went to deliver the holiday food to her, their escorts had to hold him 

and his daughter back with a rope to prevent them from 

approaching one another, as would have been their natural 

tendency.9  

We also find that poskim, during prior pandemics, dealt with 

unique halachic questions that arose specifically during plagues. 

For example, Rabbi Chaim Yosef David Azuli, known as the Chida 

(1724-1807), received a question from two groups of people who 

wanted to make a minyan together, comprised of four men in one 

house and six in another. The four were in the Lazaretto and thus 

could not leave, but they were able to see the people in the other 

house. He ended up ruling that they could be additive and form a 

minyan. This ruling served as a precedent for the many “balcony 

 
9 Chava Turniansky, Glikl: Memoirs 1691-1719, trans. Sara Friedman (Waltham, 

Massachusetts: Brandeis University Press, 2019), 112. 
(This source was found in a Columbia University article published for Pesach of 

2020 by the Columbia University Institute of Israel and Jewish studies.) 
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minyanim” during COVID, in which men would stand on their 

respective balconies and form a minyan with their neighbors.10 

In his book Shneim Asar Derashot, Rav Shmuel Yuda 

Katzenellenbogen, the son of the Maharam of Padua, describes how 

during a deadly plague in Venice in the 1500’s, he had to deliver a 

hesped (eulogy) outside in the courtyard of the ghetto, since all of the 

shuls were closed due to the plague. Rav Katzenellenbogen wrote 

several responsa, and some are cited in the responsa of the Rama. 

His book Shneim Asar Derashot includes eulogies for the Rama and 

Shulchan Aruch, who both died around that time. 

Similarly, the Sefer Ozer HaChaim by R. Yaakov Zahalon, a 

prominent Rav and physician, conveys how during the Bubonic 

plague of 1656, since Jews weren’t able to go to shul on Parshat 

Toldot, the Rav delivered a lecture on a street corner from the 

window of a house of a community member, David Gotini, and had 

the congregation assemble on the street below to hear words of 

Torah.11 

Finally, there is a document signed by Rabbi Yaakov 

Mecklenburg (1785-1865), a prominent Rabbi in Germany and the 

author of HaKetav V’Kabbala, which ordered women to stay home 

and avoid attending shul for Kol Nidrei in order to prevent 

contagion. He argued that since women are not obligated in tefillah 

b’tzibur they should not be in shul during a time of plague 

unnecessarily increasing the risk of contagion for the community.12 

Interestingly, similar debates raged during COVID about whether 

women should attend shul, and whether seats in shul should be 

 
10 https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/prayers-in-the-time-of-coronavirus-

627245.  
11 Rabbi Dr. Edward Reichman. 
12 https://www.kedem-auctions.com/en/content/letter-rabbi-yaakov-tzvi-

mecklenburg-author-haketav-vehakabbalah-–-directive-during-epidemic. 

https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/prayers-in-the-time-of-coronavirus-627245
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/prayers-in-the-time-of-coronavirus-627245
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allotted for women or reserved exclusively for men when 

government health regulations limited the number of people 

allowed to gather in one place. Additionally, during the height of 

the pandemic, the members of my shul in Englewood were 

encouraged not to bring their children below Bar/Bat Mitzva age to 

shul, because there was to be a limit on the amount of people 

allowed in the building. 

 Rabbi Akiva Eiger (1761-1838) was well known for his success 

in working to prevent the cholera outbreak during his time. Prior to 

the outbreak of the epidemic, there were concerns that his 

community, Poznań, was overpopulated, and community members 

were encouraged to move away to other nearby towns. In fact, when 

the disease did spread to his community, Rabbi Eiger explained that 

crowded towns and areas were much more susceptible to disease, 

and many of the town inhabitants listened to his guidance and 

moved away. Because of Rabbi Eiger, many lives were saved and 

the town had a low death rate. His stringent policies regarding the 

shuls at the time saved many lives. He ruled that only half the seats 

should be occupied.13 He instituted a lottery for attendance of Rosh 

Hashanah and Yom Kippur minyanim, and hired guards to stand at 

the shul’s entrances to check the attendee’s tickets upon entry. He 

also ruled that there should be no additional aliyot, and that the 

Chazan should not prolong the davening with additional tunes or 

cantorial embellishments (“chazzanus”). 

Rabbi Israel Salanter, founder of the Mussar movement, was also 

known for his impressive response to the Cholera outbreak in the 

1800s. Rav Salanter was young when the plague reached Vilna in 

1848, but he took great initiative in guidance and communal support 

during that difficult time. He arranged fundraisers to care for the ill 

 
13 https://www.timesofisrael.com/how-rabbis-social-distancing-edict-saved-

his-community-from-pandemic-in-1831/.  

https://www.timesofisrael.com/how-rabbis-social-distancing-edict-saved-his-community-from-pandemic-in-1831/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/how-rabbis-social-distancing-edict-saved-his-community-from-pandemic-in-1831/
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and organized a group of Yeshiva students to visit the sick. He also 

encouraged people not to keep certain mitzvot if doing so helped in 

preventing illness. For example, he felt that fasting on Yom Kippur 

posed a risk to the community and therefore encouraged people to 

eat.14  

The fact that leading Rabbis and halachic authorities throughout 

history reacted to prevent disease and aid the ill is not surprising. In 

fact, some historians believe that halachot such as netilat yadayim, 

speedy burial of the deceased, and tahara, highlight the emphasis 

that Judaism puts on the communal responsibility to protect those 

around us, at least from death, by preventing diseases from 

spreading. There are strict rulings on isolation, as mentioned earlier 

when discussing Bava Kama 60b.15 16  

It is clear that the issues of pikuach nefesh being faced today have 

been confronted before and COVID-19 is not the first time in history 

that the Jewish people have had to deal with quarantine, social 

distancing, mask wearing, shul closures, and the like. We are able to 

learn from past pandemics to fashion a guide as to how our society 

should function during the current crisis. 

Despite the clear precedents in Tanach and Rabbinic literature in 

dealing with pandemics, our contemporary Rabbis have been faced 

with new challenges due to advanced technology and the 

modernization of medicine.  

 
14 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/how-one-19th-century-rabbi-

responded-to-a-worldwide-cholera-epidemic/.  
15 Masechet Derech Eretz’s halacha about not double dipping when sharing food is 

also mentioned in relation to this.  
16 https://www.anumuseum.org.il/blog-items/700-years-before-coronavirus-

jewish-life-during-the-black-death-plague/.  

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/how-one-19th-century-rabbi-responded-to-a-worldwide-cholera-epidemic/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/how-one-19th-century-rabbi-responded-to-a-worldwide-cholera-epidemic/
https://www.anumuseum.org.il/blog-items/700-years-before-coronavirus-jewish-life-during-the-black-death-plague/
https://www.anumuseum.org.il/blog-items/700-years-before-coronavirus-jewish-life-during-the-black-death-plague/
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Rav Herschel Schachter of Yeshiva University published many 

teshuvot regarding the allocation of ventilators.17 Included in his 

responsa are the following five cases (as explained by Rav Jachter): 

Case #1: Two patients arrive at the hospital at the same time and 

there is only one ventilator available. Rav Schachter’s ruling is that 

the person with the greater chance of survival is the one placed on 

the ventilator. He argues that this is an application of the principle 

יף י ָעדִּ י ְוֶשָּמא ָברִּ  in אין ספק מוציא מידי ודאי in Ketubot 12b, as well as ָברִּ

Chullin 10a. These sources explain that a claim that is certain 

prevails over one that is uncertain. Rav Schachter concludes based 

on these sources that the life of a person who will certainly survive 

takes precedence over the life of one who is unlikely to survive.  

Case #2: There are no ventilators available. There is a patient 

with an emergent need of one. Can a patient with a low chance of 

survival be taken off a ventilator in order to give it to someone with 

a greater chance of recovery? The ruling here is that one cannot 

remove a ventilator from one person in order to give it to another 

because it would essentially mean killing one individual for the sake 

of another.  

Pikuach nefesh (saving a life) is a very serious issue and takes 

precedence over most mitzvot, which is why someone may be 

brought to a hospital on Shabbat and why one may eat on Yom 

Kippur if fasting may put his or her life in danger. There are only 

three exceptions where pikuach nefesh does not override other 

commandments - murder, sexual immorality, and idol worship.18 

The Gemara explains that murder is included on that short list 

 
17 https://www.ou.org/chag/files/2020/05/R-RHS-Teshuva.pdf  
https://www.ou.org/chag/files/2020/05/R-Mekor-Sheet-KT-5781-Rav-

Schachters-Landmark-Teshuva-on-Ventilator-Triage-shiur.pdf  
18 Sanhedrin 74a. 

https://www.ou.org/chag/files/2020/05/R-RHS-Teshuva.pdf
https://www.ou.org/chag/files/2020/05/R-Mekor-Sheet-KT-5781-Rav-Schachters-Landmark-Teshuva-on-Ventilator-Triage-shiur.pdf
https://www.ou.org/chag/files/2020/05/R-Mekor-Sheet-KT-5781-Rav-Schachters-Landmark-Teshuva-on-Ventilator-Triage-shiur.pdf
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because we cannot determine whose life is the more valuable one.19 

One cannot claim “that his own blood is redder than another’s.”20 

The mishna in Ohalot 7:6 speaks of a case in which a woman is 

having trouble giving birth to the point where her life is in danger. 

It says that they should dismember the fetus in her womb and bring 

it forth limb by limb, because her life takes precedence over an 

unborn fetus’s. However, if most of the baby has emerged, then it is 

already considered a life and may not be harmed because  ין ין ּדֹוחִּ  אֵּ

ְפנֵּי ָנֶפש מִּ  One may not set aside one person's life for that of“ - ֶנֶפש 

another.”21  

Case #3: Someone with a low chance of survival has already 

arrived at the hospital, but a person with a greater chance of 

survival is expected to arrive momentarily. There is only one 

ventilator available - who should receive it? Rav Schachter rules to 

wait for the person who has a greater chance of survival and give 

the ventilator to them. Rav Schachter explains that the ruling   ין ֶשאֵּ

ָנֶפש ְפנֵּי  מִּ ֶנֶפש  ין   .only applies when actively killing a person ּדֹוחִּ

However, when passively not attending for someone yet because 

someone else is about to arrive who is much more likely to recover, 

then it is permissible. 

Case #4: Shortly after a person who is not expected to live longer 

than one year has already been intubated, patients with much 

greater chances of longtime survival arrive and there is no ventilator 

left for them. In this case Rav Schachter feels that one should put a 

DNR (do not resuscitate) order on the patient who is not expected 

to live long. In that case, if that patient dies, one is instructed not to 

 
19 Ibid. 
20 Sanhedrin 74a and Pesachim 25b. 
21 https://traditiononline.org/halakha-approaches-the-covid-19-vaccine/  

https://traditiononline.org/halakha-approaches-the-covid-19-vaccine/
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revive him, and then his ventilator can be given to the other patient 

who has a much greater chance of survival.  

Case #5: A person currently has his/her own ventilator and a 

doctor wishes to share it with other patients. Rav Schachter rules 

that this is permitted because one is allowed to risk the life of another 

if it will increase the chance of another’s survival; - one is only not 

allowed to kill someone for the sake of another. Even if this 

procedure will decrease the chance of survival of the original 

patient, it is permitted if it will save the life of the other patient who 

would otherwise die.  

Rav Asher Weiss agrees with this ruling in his Minchat Asher. He 

explains that the general rule in hospitals in Israel is to remove the 

less critically ill patients from ICUs to make room for those who 

would benefit more from them.22 

In addition to rulings on ventilators, Rav Schachter has authored 

many teshuvot on other aspects of pikuach nefesh. There are many 

different situations in which one’s life can be considered in danger. 

New technologies, such as Zoom and Uber require modern poskim 

to apply age-old Talmudic principles to complex, new situations.  

For example, the question arose during COVID of how to protect 

an isolated individual known to have a psychological condition 

who needed to be alone over Yom Tov. The concern was that the 

loneliness might lead to suicide. Rav Schachter paskened that one is 

able to communicate over the phone with such a family member on 

Yom Tov. He based this on the fact that Rav Moshe Feinstein felt that 

in some cases psychological danger could be life threatening. Rabbi 

 
22 https://www.ou.org/chag/files/2020/05/R-Mekor-Sheet-KT-5781-Rav-

Schachters-Landmark-Teshuva-on-Ventilator-Triage-shiur.pdf.  
https://www.koltorah.org/halachah/rav-schachters-landmark-teshuvah-on-

ventilator-triage-by-rabbi-chaim-jachter.  

https://www.ou.org/chag/files/2020/05/R-Mekor-Sheet-KT-5781-Rav-Schachters-Landmark-Teshuva-on-Ventilator-Triage-shiur.pdf
https://www.ou.org/chag/files/2020/05/R-Mekor-Sheet-KT-5781-Rav-Schachters-Landmark-Teshuva-on-Ventilator-Triage-shiur.pdf
https://www.koltorah.org/halachah/rav-schachters-landmark-teshuvah-on-ventilator-triage-by-rabbi-chaim-jachter
https://www.koltorah.org/halachah/rav-schachters-landmark-teshuvah-on-ventilator-triage-by-rabbi-chaim-jachter
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Soloveitchik added that even if the concern is merely that someone 

might lose their mind, even if their life is not particularly in danger, 

it is considered a case of pikuach nefesh. 

Similarly, during COVID, when a patient is discharged from the 

hospital on Shabbat, since it can be dangerous for them to order an 

UBER or car service, which may have recently been occupied by 

someone infected, a family member is permitted to bring them 

home. However, the driver should minimize the amount of melacha 

he does. For example, the car should be turned on with a shinui (a 

change).23  

Rav Schachter even ruled that during aveilut (year of mourning 

after death) and sefirat ha’omer, even though normally one is not 

permitted to listen to music, if one felt during COVID that s/he 

needed music to avoid depression or undue psychological stress, it 

is permissible to listen to music to lift one’s spirit, provided it is not 

overly cheerful music. He explained that during this prolonged 

period of suffering, some individuals might become depressed if 

they had to refrain from listening to music. Prohibiting music 

during this time would therefore “appear to reach beyond the intent 

of this restriction. If the motivation to listen to music is not to put 

oneself in a cheerful mood but rather to ease the tension or pressure 

in one’s home, and to help bring oneself back to a normal 

disposition, that would be permissible.” The music is serving as an 

antidote to affliction, not merely as an enjoyable supplement to an 

otherwise normal life.24  

Rav Schachter also made rulings regarding the new technology 

of Zoom. For example, he ruled that it is permissible for a 

grandfather to name his grandchild on a Zoom Brit Milah; however 

 
23 http://torahweb.org/torah/docs/rsch/RavSchachter-Corona-All.pdf Page 

10. 
24 Ibid p. 49. 

http://torahweb.org/torah/docs/rsch/RavSchachter-Corona-All.pdf
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he should not recite the bracha, “asher kidash yedid mi’beten” via 

Zoom. Similarly, regarding a wedding or Sheva Brachot, if someone 

is participating via Zoom, he cannot recite any of the Sheva Brachot, 

since he is not actually together with the ba’alei simcha. Additionally, 

if it is not possible for someone to go to a Megillah reading or to read 

it himself, he can listen to Megillah reading over Zoom.25 These 

Teshuvot are very surprising, but because of the times, they were 

necessary. It was vitally important for the poskim of our time to 

address the unique halachic questions that COVID-19 presented.  

In addition to ventilators and virtual meeting platforms, other 

medical and technological advances posed halachic questions. For 

example, what does halacha have to say about vaccines?  

Devarim 4:15 commands us to preserve our lives - “ ונשמתרם מאד 

 Not only that, but Sanhedrin 73a speaks about the ”.לנפשותיכם

obligation to save someone else’s life as well, based on the pasuk “  לא

רעך תעמוד על דם   ” - do not stand idly by while your friend is suffering 

(Vayikra 19:16). This obligation is codified as law in the Shulchan 

Aruch Choshen Mishpat 426. For example, if a person sees his friend 

is drowning, he must jump in to try and save him. The Sefer 

HaChinuch adds that the idea behind this obligation is that just as 

one man will save his neighbor, so too, his neighbor will save him, 

and thus the world will be preserved. The world depends on people 

saving one another.26 Therefore, we are all responsible for taking 

care of not only ourselves but also those around us. Getting 

vaccinated is arguably a fulfillment of these responsibilities. 

Furthermore, we are told not to rely on miracles where there is a 

 
25 Ibid. p. 28. 
26 Sefer HaChinuch 237. 
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fear of danger.27 If an action can be taken to preserve life, it should 

be actively pursued.  

Additionally, there is the idea that should the government ever 

mandate the vaccine, then if Jews do not get it, it would violate   דינא

דינא  as well as mean they are making a Chillul Hashem ,דמלכותא 

which is problematic on another level.28  

In contrast, the Gemara in Nedarim 80b speaks about a spring of 

water. If the water is needed for certain residents' lives, then they 

should save it for themselves, before giving it to others. We derive 

from here that one's own life takes precedence over the lives of 

others. If the vaccine poses any sort of danger, it is possible that it 

should be avoided because preserving one’s own life is of utmost 

importance. However, this argument is not compelling to those who 

put faith in the medical/scientific community, because it has 

determined that the vaccines are both safe and effective. 

Most Torah sources seem to suggest that getting vaccinated is 

recommended. The vaccines were proven to aid in preventing 

COVID-19, and therefore were supported by many sources in the 

Torah, all relating to the mitzva of saving oneself and those around 

him/her. We are also told not to rely on miracles where there is a 

fear of danger.29 We should do what we can to prevent getting sick, 

not rely on Hashem to save us if danger is apparent.  

Rav Asher Weiss in his Minchat Asher concludes that, although 

he cannot rule it an obligation, it seems that it is halachically correct 

to get vaccinated.  

 
27 Kiddushin 39b. 
28 https://traditiononline.org/halakha-approaches-the-covid-19-vaccine/  
29 Kiddushin 39b. 

https://traditiononline.org/halakha-approaches-the-covid-19-vaccine/
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COVID-19 has presented a fascinating moment in history in 

which some issues are surprisingly familiar in light of prior 

experiences, while still others are novel and responses to them trail-

blazing. I find it comforting to know that we are not the first to battle 

a pandemic or to address the halachic issues that a major health 

crisis presents. The world and the Jewish community have faced 

challenges like COVID before. Mask-wearing, quarantine, medical 

triage, isolation, and minyan issues appear in sources as early as the 

Torah and Gemara, and have been addressed by Rabbinic leaders 

during earlier historic health crises, such as the bubonic plague and 

the cholera epidemic. At the same time, I find it exciting that new 

issues continue to arise that our halachic leaders must fearlessly 

tackle. Ventilators, virtual meeting platforms (e.g. Zoom), and 

vaccines did not exist in Biblical or Talmudic times, or even in the 

times of the Rishonim or early Achronim. Yet, our halachic leaders 

apply ancient sources and principles to modern technology, and 

help us navigate our halachic lives through new and challenging 

times. Although there are new challenges we are facing, much has 

been confronted and conquered in the past, and we should feel 

confident that we can make it through COVID-19 too, both as 

citizens of the world and as halachic Jews.  
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Sexual Assault 
A Torah Analysis and Its Modern 

Implications 
Rena Kosowsky 

The Torah’s Harsh View of Rape  

Every year, the American Law Institute releases a model penal 

code which enumerates the ideal laws that they believe state 

legislatures should pass. This past year, The Model Penal Code: 

Sexual Assault and Related Offenses,1 outlined several standard cases 

and what the laws in those cases should be. Interestingly, all of the 

general cases described in the law brief, produced in 2021, are 

mirrored in the Biblical narrative.  

The first such case is “sexual assault by aggravated physical 

force or restraint” (§213.1, p. 87). In this scenario, the assaulter 

forces the victim to engage in sexual activity by threatening severe 

physical violence (§213.1.1.b.ii, p. 87). Similar to this is the second 

case, “sexual assault by physical force or restraint” (§213.2, pg 

131). The only difference between the two cases is the severity of 

the physical threat.  

The first case in the law brief is reminiscent of the story of 

Pilegesh Be’Giv’a (Shoftim 19). In this story, a female concubine is 

unfaithful to her husband, and flees to live with her father. After 

some time, her husband tracks her down, forcing a reunion with 

him. While they are travelling back to their home, the two stop for 

 
1 Stephen J. Schulhofer and Erin E. Murphy, “Model Penal Code: Sexual 

Assault and Related Offenses,” The American Law Institute, 4 May 2021, 
https://www.ali.org/publications/show/sexual-assault-and-related-
offenses/.  
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the night in the city of Giv’a. It is during their time there that the 

Jewish men living in the town surround the house and demand to 

rape the man staying inside. Under threat of his own rape, the man 

instead offers up his concubine. She is subsequently gang-raped to 

death by the men outside:  

ְתַעְללּו ַחרַויִָּֽ ְיַשְלחָּ֖וָה ַכֲעלֶֹּ֥ות ַהָשָֽ  :־ָבּ֤ה כׇל־ַהַלְ֙יָלה֙ ַעד־ַהֹבֶֶּ֔קר ַוָֽ

And they abused her all night until the morning, and they sent 
her out at the light of day (Shoftim 19:25).  

This is a terrifyingly real case of sexual assault by aggravated 
physical force. 

Another similarly tragic scene is described later in Tanach, 

which corresponds more to the second case of the law brief than 

the first. Amnon, the son of David, tricks Tamar, the daughter of 

David, into coming to his room by feigning illness. When the two 

of them are alone together, Amnon grabs Tamar (ֲחֶזק־ָבה  and ,(ַוַיָֽ

asks her to have sexual relations with him (Shmuel II 13:11). She 

explicitly refuses:  

את ָ֖ה ֶאת־ַהְנָבָלֶּ֥ה ַהֹזָֽ ל־ַתֲעשֵּ ֑ל ַאָֽ ְשָראֵּ ָ֖ן ְביִּ ּ֛י ֹלא־יֵָּעֶשֶּ֥ה כֵּ י כִּ ֶּ֔נִּ  :ַאל־ְתַענֵּ

Don’t afflict me because this is not done in Israel, do not do this 
disgusting thing (Shmuel II 13:12). 

However, Amnon does not listen to Tamar:  

ה ְשַכָ֖ב ֹאָתָֽ ֶּמָ֙נה֙ ַוְיַעֶנֶָּ֔ה ַויִּ  ּ:ַוֶיֱחַז֤ק מִּ

He holds her down, afflicts her, and rapes her (Shmuel II 13:14). 

Though the threat was not as severe as in the Pilegesh Bi’Giv’a 

case, this is a definite example of the second category, sexual 

assault by physical force.  

The third case, described as “sexual assault of an incapacitated, 

vulnerable, or legally restricted person” (§213.3, p. 146), entails 

sexual penetration while the victim is “sleeping, unconscious, or 
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physically unable to communicate lack of consent” (§213.3.1.b.i, p. 

146) and/or if the victim was given a “substance” without their 

“knowledge or consent” (§213.3.1.b.ii, p. 146). This is similar to the 

fate that befalls Lot after the destruction of Sodom. Lot and his 

daughters flee to the hills and Lot’s daughters, believing that all of 

humanity has been wiped out, decide that it is their responsibility 

to repopulate the planet. Knowing that Lot will not agree to what 

they have in mind, they take matters into their own hands. The 

Torah relates: 

א־ָיַדֶּ֥ע  ֶּ֔יָה ְוֹלָֽ ְשַכֵ֣ב ֶאת־ָאבִּ יָרה֙ ַותִּ ן ַבַלְֵ֣יָלה הּ֑וא ַוָתֹב֤א ַהְבכִּ יֶהּ֛ן ַיָ֖יִּ ַוַתְשֶקֶ֧יןָ ֶאת־ֲאבִּ
ה ְכָבָּ֖ה ּוְבקּוָּׄמָֽ  :ְבשִּ

They gave their father wine at night; the oldest came to sleep 
with him, and their father did not know what had happened 
when he went to sleep and when he awoke (Bereishit 19:33).  

Tricking Lot into getting drunk without his consent and then 

sleeping with him without him being consciously aware is a clear 

case of sexual assault of an incapacitated person. 

The fourth case in the code is “sexual assault of a vulnerable 

person” (§213.3.2, p. 146). This includes a victim who is “passing 

in and out of consciousness” (§213.3.2.b.ii, p. 147) and “lacks 

substantial capacity to communicate lack of consent” 

(§213.3.2.b.iii, p 147.). We find this scenario in the story of the 

Flood. After surviving the Flood, Noach is understandably 

traumatized. The world as he knew it is over. Millions have died, 

and he and his family are the only remaining human beings on 

earth. In this difficult situation, Noach turns to alcohol. After 

getting drunk to the point that he passes out in his tent, Noach’s 

son walks in on him. 

ּוץ י־ֶאָחָ֖יו ַבחָֽ ְשנֵָּֽ ֶּ֥ד לִּ ֑יו ַוַיגֵּ ָ֖ת ֶעְרַוֵ֣ת ָאבִּ ֵ֣י ְכַנֶַּ֔ען אֵּ  : ַוַיְֶּ֗רא ָחָ֚ם ֲאבִּ

Cham the father of Canaan saw the nakedness of his father, 
and he told his two brothers outside (Bereishit 9:22).  
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While the simple understanding of the text implies that this 

may be a minor transgression, Rashi cites the Rabbis in Sanhedrin 

70a who explain that the word “ַוַיְֶּ֗רא” should not be translated in 

the typical sense, but rather as rape or castration. Rashi’s 

interpretation is bolstered by Noach’s reaction when he wakes up. 

The verse says: 

ן ָשה־לָֹ֖ו ְבנֶֹּ֥ו ַהָקָטָֽ ּ֛ת ֲאֶשר־ָעָֽ ֵַּ֕דע אֵּ  :ַויֵּ

And Noach knew what his youngest son had done to him 
(Bereishit 9:24).  

“What his youngest son had done to him” implies that Cham 

performed some degrading act, not merely looking at Noach’s 

nakedness. The punishment that Noach gives his sons lends even 

further support to this idea:  

יו ְהֶיֶּ֥ה ְלֶאָחָֽ ָ֖ים יִָּֽ   :ַוֹיָ֖אֶמר ָארֵּ֣ור ְכָנַ֑ען ֶעֶֶּ֥בד ֲעָבדִּ

And he said: Cursed are you, Canaan; a servant of servants you 
will be to your brothers (Bereishit 9:25). 

Noach cursed Canaan with eternal slavery. This would seem 

rather extreme if all that had done was seeing Noach naked.  

The fifth case is sexual assault of a “legally restricted person” 

(§213.3.3, p. 147). This involves a victim who is “in custody, 

incarcerated…under civil commitment…or in any other status 

involving a state-imposed restriction on liberty” (§213.3.3.b.i, p. 

147). The assaulter, on the other hand, is in a position of authority 

over the victim and is aware of the power imbalance. It is in this 

exact scenario that Eishet Potiphar takes advantage of Yosef. Yosef 

is a slave owned by Potiphar, severely limited in liberties. He is 

completely beholden to his master, Potiphar, and to his master’s 

wife. Knowing this, Eishet Potiphar says to Yosef “י ּמִָּֽ ְכָבֶּ֥ה עִּ  sleep - ”שִּ

with me (Bereishit 39:7). The verse says outright that Yosef refused, 

ֵ֓ן “  stressing the “eh” sound to show how ,(Ibid. 39:8) ”ַוְיָמאֵּ
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vehemently and how often Yosef turns Eishet Potiphar down. 

However, Eishet Potiphar does not give up: 

ָ֖ף יֵֹ֣ום ֵּ֕י ְכַדְבָרֶּּ֥ה ֶאל־יֹוסֵּ ה ׀ ַוְיהִּ ָּמָֽ ְהיֶֹּ֥ות עִּ ְשַכֶּ֥ב ֶאְצָלָּ֖ה לִּ ֶלּ֛יָה לִּ   :יֹ֑ום ְוֹלא־ָשַמֶּ֥ע אֵּ

And she asked him day after day and he did not obey her to 
sleep with her to be with her (Ibid. 39:10).  

This back and forth goes on for a while, but ultimately Eishet 

Potiphar forces herself on Yosef when nobody else is in the house, 

and Yosef runs out to escape assault. Even though Yosef is an 

employee of the household and is obviously forbidden to Eishet 

Potiphar, she repeatedly verbally harasses, and eventually 

physically assaults, Yosef.  

The sixth case is “sexual assault by extortion” (§213.4, p. 208). 

In this case, the assaulter threatens “to take any action or cause any 

consequence” (§213.4.1.b.iii, p. 208) if the victim does not submit 

to sexual penetration. Two examples of such a case are the sons of 

Eli the Kohen and the Bnei Elohim in Bereishit.  

In the case of Eli HaKohen, his two sons, Chofni and Pinchas, 

take advantage of women who come to the Mishkan to bring 

sacrifices: 

ד ֶּ֔ים ַהֹצְֵ֣באֶֹּ֔ות ֶפַָ֖תח ֹאֶֶּ֥הל מֹועֵָּֽ ְשְכבּון֙ ֶאת־ַהָנשִּ   :יִּ

They would sleep with the women who came to the opening 
of the Tent of Meeting [to bring korbanot] (Shmuel I 2:22).  

Radak explains that the purpose of these women’s korbanot was 

to complete the purity process after having recently given birth. 

The women were bringing a korban to end their nidda status. At 

this time of extreme vulnerability, Eli’s sons abused their positions 

of power as Kohanim and took advantage of them.  

Another example is presented very early in Tanach, during 

man’s primitive days on earth. Bereishit 6:2 tells us: 
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י־ָהָֽ  ְראּ֤ו ְבנֵּ ֹכָ֖ל ֲאֶשֶּ֥ר אֶ   אלקיםַויִּ ֶּ֔ים מִּ ְקחּ֤ו ָלֶהם֙ ָנשִּ ָ֑נה ַויִּ ֶּ֥י ֹטֹבָ֖ת הֵּ ָאָדֶּ֔ם כִּ ת־ְבנֵֹ֣ות ָהָֽ
רו  ׃ָּבָחָֽ

The sons of God saw the daughters of man were pretty; and 
they took wives from whomever they chose.  

The Ibn Ezra explains that “bnei elohim” does not literally mean 

the “sons of God,” but rather the sons of judges. Chizkuni 

comments that God was angry with the bnei elohim for raping the 

women. Ramban adds that a primary aspect of the “chamas,” 

corruption, that causes the world to be destroyed by the Flood, is 

this act by the bnei elohim. 

 In both these cases, that of Eli’s sons and of the bnei elohim, the 

text implies that the women felt they must submit to their 

assaulters to avoid consequences, such as not being able to bring a 

korban or incurring unfair judgment. In addition to extortion, these 

cases also both include an element of abuse of power.  

The seventh case is “sexual assault by prohibited deception” 

(§213.5, p. 237). According to this law, if the assaulter causes the 

victim “to believe falsely that the [assaulter] was someone else 

who was personally known to that person” (§213.5.1.b.ii, p. 237), 

the assaulter is guilty. When Yaakov comes to Padan Aram, he 

meets Lavan and his two daughters. Yaakov is immediately taken 

with Rachel, Lavan’s youngest, and offers to work for Lavan for 

seven years in exchange for Rachel. Lavan agrees to the deal and 

after seven years of service, the wedding night finally arrives. 

However, the Torah relates: 

קַ  ֵ֣י ָבֶעֶֶּ֔רב ַויִּ יהַוְיהִּ ֶלָֽ ָל֑יו ַוָיֹבָ֖א אֵּ ֶּ֥א ֹאָתָּ֖ה אֵּ תֶֹּ֔ו ַוָיבֵּ ָאֵ֣ה בִּ  : ח֙ ֶאת־לֵּ

At night, Lot took Leah, his daughter, and brought her to 
Yaakov’s tent, and Yaakov slept with her (Bereishit 29:23).  

When Yaakov wakes up in the morning and realizes what has 

happened, he berates Lavan, saying, "ָּמֶּ֔ך י עִּ ָעַבְֵ֣דתִּ ל֙  "ֲהֹל֤א ְבָרחֵּ  - Did I 

not work for Rachel (Ibid. 29:25)?!  
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The previous night, Yaakov believed he was with Rachel. It 

was under these false pretenses that he had relations with Leah. 

When exclaiming about what has happened to him, he even uses 

the word “deceived,” saying, “י נִּ יָתָֽ ּמִּ  Why did you deceive – ”ְוָלָָּ֖מה רִּ

me (Ibid 29:25)?! 

Yaakov only slept with Leah because he believed she was 

Rachel. He had no notion that the woman he was sleeping with 

was not the one he had fallen in love with, the one he had given 

up seven years of his life to earn, but rather her sister.  

The eighth case is “sexual assault in the absence of consent” 

(§213.6, p. 253). This crime involves sexual penetration when the 

victim does not consent and the assaulter “is aware of, yet 

recklessly disregards” (§213.6.2.b, p. 253) this. When Shechem sees 

Dina, he acts immediately: 

הַוַיְֶׁ֨רא ֹאָתּ֜ה ְשֶכֶ֧ם  ְשַכֶּ֥ב ֹאָתָּ֖ה ַוְיַעֶנָֽ ַקֶּ֥ח ֹאָתּּ֛ה ַויִּ ֵ֣יא ָהָאֶ֑רץ ַויִּ ָ֖י ְנשִּ ּוִּ חִּ   :ֶבן־ֲחמֹּ֛ור ַהָֽ

Shechem ben Chamor, the Chivi, the leader of the land, saw 
Dina, took her, slept with her, and afflicted her (Bereishit 34:2). 

The series of verbs in this pasuk indicates an impulsivity on the 

part of Shechem. As soon as he saw Dina he was interested and he 

quickly acted on that interest. Malbim comments that Shechem 

took advantage of Dina which is entirely not her fault. It is 

exceedingly clear to Malbim that Dina cannot be blamed for the 

crime committed against her. Ramban says that any time sexual 

relations are nonconsensual, they are considered to be an “עינוי,” 

i.e., an affliction. This is a blatant case in the Torah of sex without 

consent. It is also a very impressive example of the Rabbis taking 

a firm stance that rejects victim-blaming. 

The other cases described in the model penal code are either 

less severe forms of a crime already listed (e.g. offensive sexual 

contact by physical force [§213.7, p. 284] as opposed to sexual 
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assault by physical force), or the same crime, but committed 

against minors. The only new case included in these further 

listings is incest (§213.8.2, p. 317) which we find in the Noach, Lot, 

and Tamar and Amnon narratives.  

It is rather unbelievable that all of the cases described in the 

model penal code are represented in Tanach; it speaks volumes 

about the depth and foresight contained within the Torah. While 

all the cases themselves are important, what is even more 

important is the reaction to the events that took place, and what 

we can learn from it. In all of the cases described, the results are 

harsh consequences. After Pilegesh Bi’Giv’a, there is a civil war. The 

entire tribe of Binyamin, the perpetrators of the crime, is 

decimated to the point of near extinction. In the case of Lot, the 

entire city of Sodom was wiped out. Granted, this destruction 

occurred before Lot was raped by his daughters. However, it is 

clear that the daughters’ actions embody the values of Sodom. As 

for the children born of Lot’s affair with his daughters, they are 

banned from ever converting and marrying into Judaism, which is 

a measure only taken in extreme circumstances.2 Noach curses his 

 
2 The Torah seems to explicitly state the reason for Ammon and Moav’s ban: 

“For the matter that they did not greet you with bread and water on your 
journey when you left Egypt, and that they hired Bilam ben Be’or from Petor 
Aram Naharayim to curse you” (Devarim 23:4-5). The incest is not the reason 
stated in the text for their rejection from Am Yisrael. However, if one views 
the story of these two nations as one continuous narrative, then their story 
follows from the incestuous beginnings, through their refusal to give Bnei 
Yisrael food and water after coming out of the desert, their hiring of Bilam to 
curse the Jews, until the story of Rut, which is their redemption arc. With this 
perspective, it is clear that all of these events are interconnected and the ban 
on their marriage into the Jewish people is in some part connected to their 
origin of incest. Alternatively, Rabbi Yehuda Rock suggests that if one reads 
the pasuk in context, the immediate prior pasuk prohibits a mamzer from ever 
joining the congregation of Israel, and it uses the identical language as that 
used to ban Ammon and Moav –   לא יבא ממזר/עמוני ומואבי בקהל ה' גם דור עשירי
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rapists’ family line into permanent servitude. After the bnei elohim 

take advantage of the bnot adam, the entire world is destroyed. The 

punishment of Eli’s sons is the ending of Eli’s family line in the 

kehuna service. Shechem and his entire city are wiped out. Amnon 

is killed. These stories make it clear that the punishment for rape 

is a severe one. Just as the victim’s life was disrupted and 

sometimes destroyed, so the punishment for sexual assault 

disrupts, and sometimes destroys the perpetrator.  

Throughout the Talmud, the Rabbis also have a strongly 

negative view of rape. For starters, Eiruvin 100b outlaws rape 

generally. Rav Asi is quoted as saying, “  אסור לאדם שיכוף אשתו לדבר

 .a man cannot force/compel his wife to have sex with him ”,מצוה

The Gemara goes on to list many other Rabbis who agree with this 

idea, amongst them Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi, Rav Ika bar 

Chanina, and Rava. It is clear that there is halachic precedent for 

the idea of requiring consent and the illegality of pressuring a 

woman into having sex. A similar idea is seen in Nedarim 20b, 

where the Gemara lists “bad children.” These are children who 

come from inappropriate or illegal relationships. Included in these 

problematic relationships are a woman who is afraid of her 

husband and has sex with him out of fear, a woman who is raped, 

a man who thinks he is having sex with a different woman, and a 

couple that has sex while drunk. These are scenarios that in 

modern times are recognized as rape. It is impressively forward-

thinking that the Gemara already recognized them as such 1500 

years ago. The descriptions also correspond to the Tanach stories 

 
 The identical language implies that the prohibitions are the .לא יבא לו בקהל ה'
same and that the reason for Ammon and Moav’s exclusion is that they are 
essentially national mamzerim; their progenitors were born of incestuous 
relationships. Perhaps their failure to greet Am Yisrael with bread and water 
is the reason for the prohibition which comes after this explanation –   לא תדרש
 ,do not seek their peace or their welfare all your days – שלמם וטבתם כל ימיך לעולם
forever (Devarim 23:7).  
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listed above, showing the expression of these stories in practical 

halacha. Another example can be found in Sanhedrin 75a, where it 

is taught that if a man is lovesick over a woman and cannot be 

cured unless he has sex with her, it is preferable for him to die 

rather than sleep with her. Even if all the man needs is to see her 

naked, it would still be better for him to die. Further, in Yoma 9a, 

it is stated that Shilo was destroyed for two reasons:   ְזיֹון לּוי ֲעָריֹות ּובִּ גִּ

ים ֲעָריֹות The Talmud explains that .ֳקָדשִּ לּוי   forbidden sexual ,גִּ

relations, refers to Eli’s sons, who took advantage of the women 

bringing korbanot to the Mishkan. Sexual Assault was one of the 

two reasons that Shilo, the place of the Mishkah, was destroyed.  

In his Mishneh Torah in Hilchot De’ot 5:4, the Rambam codifies 

the laws of permitted and prohibited sexual encounters. He rules 

that a husband and wife cannot have sex under the following 

circumstances: 

ֶהן. ְוֹלא  ים, ְוֹלא ֶאָחד מֵּ ים ְוֹלא ַעְצָבנִּ ים ְוֹלא ַעְצָלנִּ כֹורִּ ְהיּו ְשנֵּיֶהם ֹלא שִּ ְוֹלא יִּ
ְשנֵּיהֶ  ְרצֹון  בִּ ֶאָלא  רֹוָצה  יָנּה  אֵּ יא  ְוהִּ אֹוָתּה  ֶיֱאֹנס  ְוֹלא  ָנה.  ְישֵּ ְהֶיה  ם תִּ

ְמָחָתם:    ּוְבשִּ

The two of them should not be drunk, lazy/tired, or in 
mourning; not either of them. She should not be sleeping. You 
should not coerce/compel her if she does not want [to have 
sex], rather sexual encounters should be entered willingly and 
happily by both parties.  

As early as the twelfth century, the Rambam is relying on the 

Torah as a source for high standards of consent. The Rambam 

forbids sex if either party is unconscious or in a state of lower 

awareness, and even when someone is emotionally vulnerable 

because he or she is in mourning. He further gives a basic 

definition of consent by saying that if a woman does not want to 

have sex, she should not be pressured into doing so. In other 

words, any sexual encounter entered unwillingly by either party 

is not consensual according to the Rambam. 
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Looking at these sources exclusively, the Torah seems to take a 

hard line against rape. However, there are many more sources on 

this topic.  

The Torah’s More Lenient View of Rape 

Though the narrative sections of the Torah express a very harsh 

attitude toward rape and there are practical laws to support that, 

other laws seem to tell a different tale. In Devarim 22:28, the pasuk 

says that if a man rapes a single woman, he pays a fine to her 

father. This limits the offense to a civil one, far below capital 

punishment. The Torah goes on to say that if the victim wants to 

marry her rapist, he must marry her and is never allowed to 

divorce her (Devaim 22:29).3  

This law seems to indicate that rape is something the Torah 

takes somewhat lightly. It is a civil offense, on the same level as 

petty theft. How can we reconcile the narratives of the Torah that 

tells us stories of death and destruction as punishment for rape 

with the legal section that tells us the consequence for rape is a 

mere fine?  

A closer read reveals that the laws do in fact match the harsh 

stance of the narratives – but only in rape cases involving a 

married woman. Just a few pesukim prior to the shockingly lenient 

penalty for the rapist of a בתולה, we are taught: 

ָּמּ֑ה  ְוָשַכֵ֣ב עִּ ָ֖יש  ָהאִּ יק־ָבֶּּ֥ה  ְוֶהֱחזִָּֽ ַהְמֹאֵָ֣רָשֶּ֔ה  ַנֲעָר֙  ֶּ֗יש ֶאת־ַהָֽ ָהאִּ ְמָצֵ֣א  יִּ ם־ַבָשֶדֵ֞ה  אִּ ְוָֽ
ו ָּמָּ֖ה ְלַבּדָֽ ּ֛יש ֲאֶשר־ָשַכֶּ֥ב עִּ ֶּ֗ת ָהאִּ  :ּומֵּ

 
3 At least the woman is given a choice; the man is only compelled to marry her 

if she is interested in marrying him. (See Shemot 22:15-16, which discusses 
the case of a seducer – מפתה. There it is explicit that the woman does not have 
to marry him; it is only the perpetrator who has no say in the matter). 
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If the man finds a betrothed woman in the field and grabs onto 
her and sleeps with her, the man who slept with her will be 
killed (Devarim 22:25).  

In other words, if the victim is a betrothed4 or married woman, 

then the rapist receives the death penalty, a harsh punishment that 

is in line with the unforgiving narratives of the Torah.  

The chapter further elaborates that while the man shall be put 

to death, 

ִּ֡י כִּ ָמֶ֑ות  ְֵ֣טא  חֵּ ַנֲעָרָ֖  ַלָֽ ֶּ֥ין  אֵּ ָדָבֶּ֔ר  ֹלא־ַתֲעֶשֵ֣ה  ַנֲעָר֙  ֙הּו֙   ְוַלָֽ עֵּ ַעל־רֵּ ֤יש  אִּ ָיקֶּׁ֨ום  ַכֲאֶשר֩ 
ה ) ָ֖ן ַהָּדָבֶּ֥ר ַהֶזָֽ  . (דברים כב:כוּוְרָצחֵֹ֣ו ֶנֶֶּ֔פש כֵּ

Nothing should be done to the woman because the woman has 
not sinned; just as a murder victim has not sinned when they 
are murdered, so a rape victim has not sinned (Devarim 22:26).  

This statement of the Torah is far ahead of its time. Removing the 

blame from the victim, not saying that she was asking for it by how 

she dressed or acted, is a revolutionary statement on the part of 

our ancient text.  

Nonetheless, we cannot forget the law regarding a single 

woman who is raped. How can the Torah mete out a mere fine in 

such a case? Does the Torah view rape as a minor infraction if the 

victim is single?5  

 
4 A betrothed woman in halacha is a woman who has undergone kiddushin, the 

first stage of marriage. She is still forbidden to be intimate with her quasi-
husband until they undergo the second and final stage of marriage, nisuin. 
However, they are considered halachically married to the degree that should 
they decide not to go through with the marriage, she would need a gett, and 
should she have an affair, it would be considered adultery, and both she and 
her lover would be חייב מיתה.  

5 Another Gemara that recognizes the severity of rape of a married women but 

seems to belittle that of a single woman is Sanhedrin 73a: 
מקיש רוצח לנערה המאורסה: מה נערה המאורסה ניתן להצילה בנפשו אף 

  רוצח ניתן להצילו בנפשו
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Rav David Stav and Rav Avraham Stav suggest a more 

nuanced analysis in their recent article,   מינית והטרדה  מינית  פגיעה 

 Sexual Assault and Sexual Harassment in Halacha. They start ,בהלכה

by analyzing several sources that reveal halacha’s serious treatment 

of rape of single women as well: 

The Sefer HaChinuch6 views the consequence that a rapist of a 

single women must marry his victim if she so desires and may 

never divorce her, as a serious deterrent to the rapist. Not being 

able to divorce the victim is extreme. It creates a serious role 

reversal between the man and the woman – forcing the rapist to 

provide for the women he raped for the rest of her life. This is 

 
Compare a murder case to a case of rape of a betrothed woman: Just as 
you can save the betrothed woman from being raped by killing her 
attacker, so too can you save a potential murder victim by killing the 
murderer. 

There are only two cases in halacha in which one is allowed, perhaps even 
mandated, to kill an about-to-be-sinner before they commit the crime in 
order to prevent the crime from happening. Those two cases are rape and 
murder. Even a person running to do avoda zara may not be killed to prevent 
that egregious sin from being committed. However, this is only to prevent 
the rape of a betrothed or married woman (or some other situation in which 
the relationship between the rapist and his victim is inherently חייב כרת or 
דין  בית  מיתת   even had she been a willing participant). The Gemara חייב 
indicates that if the woman about to be raped is single, a bystander would 
not be permitted to kill her attacker to prevent the rape. Once again, the 
Gemara seems to be distinguishing between rape of a betrothed or married 
woman and rape of a single woman, with the former being treated as one of 
the worst possible crimes and the latter much more leniently. 
Some attempt has been made to resolve the discrepancy by pointing out that 
most single women are in a state of nidda so that a sexual relationship with 
them would also be inherently חייב כרת, thus permitting a bystander to kill 
their potential rapist as well. However, this would only be due to the 
“loophole” of נדה elevating the forbidden status of her and the rapist’s 
relationship. The halacha still indicates that rape of a single woman in and of 
itself is not a serious enough crime to warrant killing the rapist to save the 
woman. If a single woman did not yet get her period or had been to the mikva, 
one would not be permitted to kill her potential rapist to save her.  

6 Mitzva #557. 
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meant to dissuade rapists, who will not think it is worth it to rape 

this woman if they will have to be permanently responsible for 

her.  

The mishna in Ketubot 3:4 classifies raping a single woman 

under laws of damage. It lists the four payments that are included 

in the fine the rapist pays to the victim’s father: ֹבֶשת ְפָגם ְקָנס ַצַער - 

he pays for her embarrassment, damage, the fine delineated in the 

Torah, and for her distress/pain. The Ralbag (Devarim 22:28) adds 

that if the situation calls for it, the rapist also pays שבת ורפוי - for 

the time the victim is unable to work, and for her medical bills. 

Since the list of the specific matters he is responsible to pay for is 

almost identical to the list that someone must pay their victim if 

they pokes out the victim’s eye or cuts off their arm (Bava Kama 

83b), it could be inferred that raping someone is committing the 

crime of chavala – injuring someone. However, this is a debate 

among the Rishonim. 

Halacha also presents the idea that rape is like stealing. When 

describing Shechem’s rape of Dina, Rambam7 says that all of the 

people of Shechem were obligated to die because Shechem stole 

and the people saw and did nothing. The Minchat Chinuch8 says 

that a non-Jew who rapes someone is obligated in death because 

he violated the prohibition of stealing. How much more so is this 

the case with a Jew? 

Throughout this halachic debate, there is a gap between the rape 

of a married woman and the rape of a single woman. However, 

Rabbis Stav use the sources listed above to suggest that the 

different elements of the crime apply equally to both married and 

single women. The only clear difference at the time of the Torah is 

 
7 Hilchot Melachim 9:14. 
8 Mitzva #35. 
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the issue of ְפָגם, the effect on a woman’s reputation. In the times of 

the Torah, a married woman who was raped faced far more dire 

consequences socially than a single woman who was raped. In 

today’s society, that is no longer the case. Based on this, Rabbis 

Stav9 reach the following conclusion: 

נפשיות  השלכותיה  על  בימינו,  אונס  של  שהמציאות  כן  אם  נראה 
והתמיתיות, אפילו כשמדובר בפנויה טהורה, קרובה במהותה לאונס של 

  . ערווה

The reality of rape victims in our day, considering the ongoing 
mental consequences, even if she is a pure (has gone to the 
mikva) single woman, is closer in essence to raping and 
violating one of the arayot, the forbidden sexual relationships 
(Stav 102).  

Knowing all that we do about the halachic background on rape, 

it is quite obvious to the Rabbi Stavs that, from a halachic 

perspective, nowadays a single woman being raped is equivalent 

to a married woman being raped.  

So, in answer to my earlier question, it seems that the more 

extreme view the Torah takes in rape cases is the one we should 

be looking to as our guiding light. Many mainstream sources 

clearly indicate the Torah’s harsh treatment of rape. There are 

certain sources that seem to say otherwise, but the Stavs’ 

interpretation explains that those were based on the time the 

Torah was given and must be re-interpreted in light of more 

modern considerations.  

In many ways, the Torah was ahead of its time in terms of its 

approach to rape. This is evident in the strong stance it takes 

against victim blaming, the autonomy of a woman to decide 

whether or not she wants to marry her rapist, the halacha that at 

 
9Rav David Stav and Rav Avraham Stav, “בהלכה מינית  והטרדה  מינית   ”,פגיעה 

Tzohar 43, https://asif.co.il/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/5_5-2.pdf. 
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least in some cases a bystander can and must try to kill a potential 

rapist to save the victim, and the general security nets in place for 

a victim of rape. All of these combine to show the Torah’s strong 

commitment to doing everything possible to prevent rape from 

happening and to support its victims in the tragic event that it does 

occur.  

Modern Cases of Rape and Sexual Assault 

While the main topic of this paper up until this point has been 

an analysis of the Biblical and halachic treatment of rape and sexual 

assault, the next section will address sexual assault more broadly 

in modern times and discuss what can and should be done to 

prevent abuse. It is important to note that while people often make 

distinctions between the severity of the crime based on whether or 

not penetration was involved, “research has consistently 

demonstrated the adverse and long-term impact sexual abuse can 

wreak on a victim, whether or not the abuse included penetration” 

(Berkovits 17).10 In other words, whether a victim was raped or 

assaulted, the harm is just as present.  

It is clear from the Torah that sexual assault is not something 

that can be tolerated. Jews, who are entrusted with the mission of 

being a ממלכת כהנים, a kingdom of priests, are supposed to set the 

example for the rest of the world of the most moral and upright 

behavior. That behavior would obviously not include assault of 

any kind. It certainly would not include sexual assault considering 

the emphasis the Torah puts on the sanctity of intimacy in the right 

context. Unfortunately, today’s Jewish society does not reflect this 

higher standard.  

 
10 Shira M. Berkovits, “Institutional Abuse in the Jewish Community,” 

Tradition, no. 50.2, 24 July 2017, pp. 11–49.  
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Although Judaism started off from a place of being extremely 

progressive about sexual assault issues—talking about it openly in 

the Tanach, addressing many different kinds of cases, having 

halachic categories that cover several criteria related to sex—the 

modern Jewish approach has declined significantly. In the Jewish 

community, people are often afraid to talk about sex. It is seen as 

a taboo topic. This leads to a lack of education which allows for 

abuses to go unnoticed and unaddressed. 

Three poignant examples that come to mind involve Baruch 

Lanner, Shlomo Carlebach, and a player on the YU basketball 

team. 

Baruch Lanner was a well-known Rabbi in NCSY. He worked 

with thousands of youths, giving speeches, running events and 

learning groups, going on summer programs, and much more. For 

decades he was verbally, physically, and emotionally abusing the 

teenagers under his purview. Boys described being kicked in the 

groin while girls told of being the victim of fondling, inappropriate 

phone calls and comments, and even strangling. Lanner’s 

continual abuse was not unreported. Victims spoke up, going to 

NCSY and OU leadership. Sadly, women who came forward 

quickly learned that “[t]he pattern of protecting Baruch rather 

than his victims [went] back at least 25 years” (Rosenblatt 4).11 

Many women “complained to rabbis about Rabbi Lanner over the 

years” and the “implicit message was clear: leave it alone” (ibid.). 

People who were brave enough to speak up were quickly silenced. 

Though this would be damaging enough in and of itself, there was 

also active villainization of people who were willing to take a 

stand. When Lanner was put on trial in beit din, the people who 

“testif[ied] against him were ostracized in NCSY” (Rosenblatt 11). 

 
11 Gary Rosenblatt, “Stolen Innocence,” The Jewish Week, 23 June 2000.  
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After years of being ignored and having their stories brushed 

under the rug, victims felt “more anger with NCSY and OU 

officials for allowing young people to fall prey to abuse than with 

Rabbi Lanner himself” (Rosenblatt 7). In this toxic environment, it 

was clear to the NCSY members that Lanner’s actions were being 

“downplay[ed]” by “rabbis, OU professionals and lay leaders” 

who viewed Lanner as “indispensable to the organization” and 

sought to protect his “reputation” as well as “their own” 

(Rosenblatt 14).  

In fact, the women who were victims of Lanner are rightfully 

still upset today with the mishandling of the situation, and 

continue to advocate for the improvement of the culture 

surrounding sexual assault within Modern Orthodoxy. This past 

year, a group of women who were victims in the Lanner case sued 

the OU and NCSY for not taking proper responsibility for Lanner. 

They feel that even today, “despite impressive written policies and 

standards, systemic cultural change is still required at the OU and 

NCSY as well as other Orthodox institutions.”12 

Shlomo Carlebach was a religious icon. He created music that 

has become ingrained into Jewish society, promoted kindness and 

equality, and was a pioneer in the women’s movement. He also 

allegedly sexually abused adult women as well as children. 

According to Sarah Blustein, who brought these allegations to 

light, his victims were afraid to speak up because Carlebach was 

“a special rabbi, and those [they] had looked up to had looked up 

 
12 Gary Rosenblatt, “Orthodox Union and Its Youth Group Sued over 

Handling of Past Sexual Abuse Allegations,” Jewish Telegraphic Agency, 
New York Jewish Week, 29 Nov. 2021, 
https://www.jta.org/2021/11/29/ny/orthodox-union-and-its-youth-
group-sued-over-past-abuse-by-baruch-lanner-rabbi-convicted-of-sexually-
abusing-teenage-students.  
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to him.” 13 With the reputation Carlebach accrued as a generous 

man who just wanted to spread love, it became practically 

impossible for his victims to come forward. In Carlebach’s case, 

there was such an extreme cognitive dissonance between the 

image he put out to the world and the personal encounters his 

victims had with him, that even they doubted their own 

experiences.  

The story of Carlebach’s alleged abuses, which surprises so 

many people, was fairly widely known during his lifetime. Even 

though “[c]ommunities knew'' what “was happening… women 

were hardly ever protected” (Blustain). Beyond the grave, 

Carlebach’s influence is felt widely. The story of his alleged abuses 

has been more publicly disseminated, but it is still being censored 

by many, including in the Modern Orthodox community. In an 

article in 2019 published in the YU Commentator, Doniel 

Weinreich describes his complete shock when he heard the 

allegations that Carlebach had abused countless women.14 

Weinreich expresses that he is “not alone” in his “ignorance” and 

that “many people who went through establishment Modern 

Orthodox institutions were [also] ignorant.” Though different 

individuals have spoken out against Carlebach’s abuses, “few 

institutions…have adjusted accordingly” (Weinreich). Just as with 

the Lanner case, the Carlebach one demonstrates a refusal on the 

part of Modern Orthodox institutions “to protect youth and 

women against a charismatic leader” (qtd. in Weinreich). 

 
13 Sarah Blustain, “Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach's Shadow Side,” Lilith, 9 Mar. 

1998, https://lilith.org/articles/rabbi-shlomo-carlebachs-shadow-side/. 
Accessed 7 Dec. 2021.  

14 Doniel Weinreich, “Why We Must Acknowledge Carlebach's Sexual 
Abuses,” The Commentator, Yeshiva University, 21 Nov. 2019, 
https://yucommentator.org/2019/11/why-we-must-acknowledge-
carlebachs-sexual-abuses/.  



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal 

124 

The final case is a more recent one. This past year, an article 

was published in the YU Commentator by a woman who claimed 

to be a victim of rape.15 The case is still under investigation but the 

alleged victim claims that YU encouraged her to sign a Non-

Disclosure Agreement (NDA), conducted an investigation, and 

determined they did not have enough evidence to prove her rapist 

guilty. They allegedly chose to ignore the physical evidence that 

existed in the form of the rape kit the victim had, which if proven 

true, would mean that they proceeded with the investigation 

while ignoring a major piece of evidence.16 The alleged victim 

wrote that the aftermath was “almost as painful and hard to go 

through [for her] as the rape itself.”17 She stated that the agonizing 

ordeal with the investigation “prove[d] why [she] wanted to keep 

silent” (ibid.). 

The victim claims that in addition to ignoring information 

crucial to a fair and impartial investigation, YU is also refusing to 

help protect her in the aftermath of the case. When she asked to 

have no contact with her rapist, YU allegedly told the victim that 

there is “a lot of anger” from her rapist, so they did not think he 

would “agree to any safety measures.” YU allegedly expressed 

that it is “up to [the rapist] if he wants to give [the victim] space 

on campus or not” (Lax 27:30-27:53).  

These three cases are unfortunately not the only ones of their 

kind. We need to look inward and recognize the enabler culture 

that allows abuses to take place. The institutions involved in these 

 
15 Anonymous, “I Thought Rape Culture Didn't Exist at YU - Until I Was 

Raped,” The Commentator, Yeshiva University, 26 Aug. 2021 
https://yucommentator.org/2021/08/i-thought-rape-culture-didnt-exist-
at-yu-until-i-was-raped/.  

16 Jeff Lax, “Jeff Lax Live 1-5-22,” Jeff Lax Live, Spotify, New York City, New 
York, 5 Jan. 2022.  

17 Anonymous, “I Thought.” 
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cases are not random ones we have never heard of, but rather the 

pillars of the Modern Orthodox world.  

Suggested Guidelines 

Though all three of these cases are tragic in their own way, our 

focus should be on what we as a community can control and 

improve. The victims suffered terribly at the hands of the evil and 

relentless perpetrators, but until more people became aware of 

what had occurred, there was not much that could have been 

done. Once people were informed of the events that transpired, 

however, they should have taken action to punish the 

perpetrators. Unfortunately, these real-life cases are not the stories 

of the Tanach. This is not a society where sexual abuses are 

punished swiftly and harshly. Instead, our modern Jewish society 

perpetuates sexual assault by being afraid to challenge or accuse 

influential leaders. Who wants to think about victims of assault 

when so many Jewish souls are being “saved” by Rabbi Lanner? 

Who wants to be the whistleblower whose accusations “deprive” 

the world of Rabbi Carlebach’s messages of love?  

While these are cases that have gotten a lot of attention (though 

certainly not enough), there are daily abuses and oversights that 

occur in Jewish schools which are not discussed. I attended a 

Jewish day school that did not provide me with a sex education, 

and I am not an outlier in that respect. Most Jewish day schools 

provide little to no sex education, and those that do provide one 

often do not do it effectively. An informal poll I took of Israel gap 

year students revealed that most had not had a comprehensive 

sex-education in high school, if they had had any at all. The 

students I asked represent mainstream high schools, often high 

schools that have had sexual assault cases, yet continue to not fully 

educate their students. This overall lack of education leads to 
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sexual assault cases that are sometimes ignored, sometimes 

unreported, and sometimes reported and mishandled.  

We as a community need to do better. If parents and educators 

care about supporting and protecting their children, then they 

must confront this issue head on.  

 There is a cultural problem within Orthodoxy that creates an 

environment in which survivors of assault are scared to speak up 

for fear of being ignored, or worse, silenced. Some will argue that 

this is the world we live in. However, I cannot accept that. I believe 

in a Torah that was given by God and I believe that that Torah 

gives us guidance on how to set up a model society. A model 

society is not one in which rape is rampant and assault is accepted. 

Rather, it is a society that takes preventative measures aimed at 

eradicating cases of assault, and that when an incident does occur, 

punishes the perpetrators and supports the survivors. 

Education aimed at eliminating sexual assault needs to start 

from a young age. From elementary school to upper school, we 

need to generate a culture that has respectful, open, and honest 

dialogue about sexual relations and sexual assault. This issue is 

not going anywhere, and to ignore it is to be complicit in allowing 

sexual assault.  

There are many steps that schools can take to prevent and 

address sexual assault. Several studies produced by different 

organizations, including Sacred Spaces, an organization that 

“provides Jewish institutions with the professional services 

necessary to develop robust policies and training to prevent 

opportunities for abuse and guide them responsibly should abuse 

occur” (Sacred Spaces); Aleinu, the “Safeguarding Our Children 

Campaign Site” of Sacred Spaces (Sacred Spaces); RAINN, the 
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Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network; 18 and the Office of Civil 

Rights within the United States Department of Education, suggest 

many ways to address sexual assault. The following is my 

summation of all their recommendations.19 

Schools/institutions should: 

1) Form a child safety committee (Aleinu) 

A child safety committee is purely devoted to keeping children 
safe from abuse. It helps avoid “centralized decision making” 
and “enacts checks and balances” (ibid.).  

2) Create opportunities for community dialogue (ibid.) 

By creating opportunities for community dialogue, a school 
helps normalize dialogue about sexual assault, a crucial step 
towards encouraging victims to feel safe coming forward with 
their stories. Also, it gives community members training to 
help identify concerning behaviors in both abuse victims and 
abusers. 

3) Screen employees and volunteers (ibid.) 

Anybody who is going to be working with children should be 
screened ahead of time to ensure they do not have a history of 
assault, and that they can be relied upon to uphold and 
champion child-safety policies. 

4) Conduct activities only in spaces that are “observable and 

interruptible” (ibid.) 

Conducting activities only in spaces that are observable and 
interruptible minimizes opportunities for assault. If all 
meetings with students are held in unlocked rooms and there 

 
18

 RAINN collaborators, “Sexual Assault-Tips for Talking with Survivors of 
Sexual Assault,” RAINN, https://rainn.org.  

19 Following is a list of basic precautions and policies schools should have in 
place. However, this is far from comprehensive. Schools should work with 
organizations like Sacred Spaces to come up with policies tailor-made to 
their particular institution.  
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are windows on the door to the hallway, it is far more difficult 
to naturally come about an opportunity to assault a student.  

5) Implement clear, specific guidelines for faculty-student 

interactions (ibid.) 

By having shared language and expectations of what is 
permitted and not permitted, violations of the policy are more 
readily identifiable, and every member of the community can 
help to create a culture in which the policy is widely 
communicated and upheld. When policies leave too much 
gray area, it is easy for faculty members to not technically 
violate any protocol when they are in fact acting 
inappropriately. Establishing clear, objective rules that dictate 
faculty-student interactions prevents this. 

6) Train adults (teachers, parents, etc.) (ibid.)20 

Train adults—teachers, parents, community members, and 
others—to identify and assist in cases of abuse. The more 
people who are educated, the better. It takes an entire 
community to prevent abuse. 

7) Provide students with a comprehensive sex education class 

that covers topics such as:  

Consent 
How to say no to a sexual proposition 
Sexual abuse 
How to identify sexual abuse  
How to respond to sexual abuse 
How to support others going through sexual abuse 

 
Comprehensive sex education plays a crucial role in 
preventing sexual assault. Studies show that sex education 
“has the qualities of effective prevention programs and has the 
potential to mitigate the risk factors associated with sexual 

 
20 “Best Practices.” Aleinu, Sacred Spaces, 12 Feb. 2020, 

https://www.aleinucampaign.org/best-practices/.  
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violence perpetration” (Santelli).21 A study within the last few 
years found that “adolescents who receive refusal education 
before college (but not other aspects of sex education) are at 
decreased risk of [penetrative sexual assault] during college” 
(Santelli). Not only this, but “[o]ffenders report specifically 
seeking out those children who are uneducated about their 
bodies, sex, and abuse” (Berkovits 41) because they are easier 
targets.  

8) Have clear policies in place for when a student is assaulted 

“Setting up a formal, transparent, well-communicated process 
for handling complaints that include[s] documentation and 
communication between multiple institutional leaders” is 
beneficial to the school as well as to the victim (Berkovits 27). 
It helps avoid cover ups on the part of institutions and ensures 
that institutions’ employees can’t be misquoted. 

9) Appoint people to report to in cases of assault or suspected 

assault. Make sure everyone is aware of who those people 

are 

When a student is assaulted or suspects assault and doesn’t 
know to whom to turn, the results can be devastating. They 
might go to nobody for fear of their private information being 
shared or mishandled. Alternatively, they might go to 
somebody who is not trained in sexual assault and could 
mishandle the case. Institutions should have point people for 
these cases who are trained in addressing sexual assault. 

10) Be aware of the sexual assault victim resources in one’s 

area (RAINN) 

Victims need a variety of forms of support and it is important 
that schools be equipped with many possibilities. School 
employees should be aware of the different resources that exist 
in their area, such as the sexual assault service provider, 

 
21 John S. Santelli, et al, “Does Sex Education before College Protect Students 
from Sexual Assault in College?” PloS One, Public Library of Science, 14 Nov. 

2018, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6235267/.  
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therapists who specialize in the field, the national suicide 
prevention line, and others (ibid.). 

11) Believe and support somebody who comes forward with a 

case of assault or suspected assault (Berkovits 22). 

Research shows that “being believed and supported in the 
moment of disclosure is a protective factor for victims that 
helps them develop greater resiliency in the long-run” 
(Berkovits 22).  

12) Inform the victim and their family of their options after an 

assault (Spellings)22 

Informing the victim and their family of the different options 
they can pursue after an assault is recommended by the 
Department of Education (ibid.) 

13) Investigate assault cases thoroughly and impartially by a 

third party if:  

a. The assault occurred on school grounds; or 
b. Involved a school employee 

Schools should not conduct their own investigations 
(Berkovits 46-47). The same way a judge in any case must be 
impartial, so too the investigators of an assault case must be 
impartial. If a school conducts its own investigation, “it is by 
definition partial” (Berkovits 46-47). 

14) Update the victim throughout the investigation and at its 

conclusion as to the results and the best way to move 

forward (Spellings part 2) 

 
22

 Margaret Spellings, “Dear Colleague Letter from Assistant Secretary for 
Civil Rights Russlynn Ali.-- PG 1.” US Department of Education, Office of 
Civil Rights, 26 Oct. 2010. 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/letters/colleague-
201010.html. 

https://www.rainn.org/articles/tips-talking-survivors-sexual-assault
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Updating the victim on the investigation as it progresses helps 
avoid unnecessary anxieties and lends to a transparent and fair 
process.  

15) Allow a victim who wants to remain anonymous to do so 

A victim’s wishes must be respected throughout this process. 
If their wish is to remain anonymous, their privacy must be 
respected. Not doing so could deter future abuse victims from 
coming forward out of fear their identities will be divulged to 
the larger community. 

Some investigations require that the victim not remain 
anonymous. If that is the case, do not mislead the victim. Be 
upfront about the fact that their name will be made public.  

16) Have multiple people at all meetings with the victim and 

at all meetings with the accused 

All parts of these meetings should be documented and kept in 
a secure file (Berkovits 27). 

By documenting meetings and having multiple people sit in on 
them, an institution creates a transparent and honest process.  

17) Take action in cases of assault based on the outlined 

protocol and do not wait for legal processes to be 

completed (Berkovits 28) 

Legal processes can take a long time and often go unresolved. 
Waiting for this process before acting to protect the victim is 
“wait[ing] too long” (ibid.) Waiting to see if the perpetrator is 
found guilty is not necessary. Schools can act as their own 
independent entities, irrespective of what the courts 
determine. Courts have an incredibly high burden of proof that 
is often not met, but the same is not the case for schools. At the 
end of the day, Jewish schools have a halachic imperative to 
protect their students. If they feel that somebody has “violated 
policies, engaged in concerning behavior, or disregarded 
widely accepted halachot or norms for a given institution, 
community members need not identify whether the behavior 
itself is or is not technically abusive” (Berkovits 18). Rather, 
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they should act based on the information when determining 
their next steps. 

18) Prevent the abuser from having access to the victim 

(Berkovits 39) 

“No matter how reformed, one who has abused another 
should never be provided access to former victims or potential 
new victims” (Berkovits 39). It is detrimental to the victim and 
also opens the door for more abuse. If a person previously 
sexually abused children, they should no longer be working 
with children. The assaulter cannot be allowed to contact the 
victim through any means: text, call, social media, in classes, in 
school hallways, or anywhere at all. 

19) Not penalize a victim for any actions surrounding the 

assault  

If a student is afraid to come forward about their assault 
because at the time it happened they were doing something 
they were not supposed to, they may never seek help. For 
example, if a student was assaulted while drunk or in school 
after hours when they was not supposed to be there, they may 
be hesitant to admit this. Therefore, they must be granted full 
immunity regarding the events surrounding the assault. The 
school’s primary concern should be this student’s wellbeing. 

20) Allow the victim to leave class or other school 

programming whenever necessary 

The victim should have a safe space within school where they 
can go. In the aftermath of an assault, many things can be 
triggering to a victim. It is crucial that a victim be permitted to 
leave classes and/or programs when necessary and have a 
designated “safe space” s/he can go until s/he feels ready to 
rejoin the routine (RAINN). 

21) Encourage the victim to seek therapy 

After a traumatic experience like sexual abuse, a victim will 
need treatment. The school should encourage therapy and 

https://www.rainn.org/articles/safety-planning
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have recommended therapists at their disposal, i.e. therapists 
who have training and have dealt with similar cases (ibid.) 

22) Work to ensure that the victim does not incur retaliation 

for coming forward23 

If the person the victim accused is beloved, it is not uncommon 
for people to make nasty remarks to the victim about “ruining 
that person’s life” and “making up their story.” Two things are 
important to note here: 

a. It is almost always the case when a child chooses to “disclose 
their abuse,” that they are telling the truth and the defendant 
is lying (Berkovits 19). 

b. Filing a report against somebody does not ruin that person’s 
life. Rather, “the person who acted abusively harmed his own 
life and the lives of those [they] victimized” (Berkovits 43). 

With this in mind, if a case has been made public, institutions 
must make it clear to their student body that they are in no way 
to make any comments relevant to the abuse case to the victim 
unless the victim themself initiates a conversation. Even in that 
case, people should act with the utmost sensitivity.  

23) Inform the school community and investigate if there 

might be other victims in the case where it seems like the 

assaulter might be a serial abuser (Berkovits 42).  

If there is an abuser at an institution, it is possible that there are 
multiple victims of abuse. Institutions should work as quickly 
as possible to seek out other victims and support them with 
whatever means necessary (Berkovits 42). 

By taking these seemingly obvious steps, schools can create a 

massive cultural difference. To be clear, these steps are only the 

 
23 Russlynn Ali, “Dear Colleague Letter from Assistant Secretary for Civil 

Rights Russlynn Ali.-- PG 1,” US Department of Education, Office of Civil 
Rights, 26 Oct. 2010 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/letters/colleague-
201010.html.  
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beginning. There are many organizations that exist for the express 

purpose of helping institutions improve their cultures and 

practices surrounding these issues. All institutions have to do is be 

willing to invest in their students’ safety. I truly believe that it is a 

halachic requirement for schools to research and be aware of the 

best way to handle and prevent sexual assault cases. At this point 

in time, not to do so is to be negligent.  

It is clear from Tanach and Torah She’be’al Peh that rape and 

sexual assault are not things that should be taken lightly. The 

Torah guides us to create a society in which such violations are not 

tolerated. We unfortunately see from the mishandling of more 

modern cases what can result from not taking accusations and 

suspicions seriously. The only solution is to treat sexual assault 

with the severity it requires. The first step is to acknowledge the 

problem and be willing to approach the issue purposefully.  

When considering where to invest time, effort, and money, 

schools have to ask themselves one simple question: Am I ok with 

my students being assaulted? If the answer is no, then there is 

work to be done. 
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Personal Note 

This was not an easy paper for me to write. Not because of the 

sleepless nights or the endless number of sources, but because of 

the content. Sexual abuse is a painful topic for anyone, and is 

acutely painful for me. The general topic of mishandled cases is 

not a hypothetical, but a realistic account of an event that took 

place. A dear friend of mine was assaulted when in high school, 

and the way she was treated afterwards is something I will never 

be able to forgive. I truly feel that what I wrote needed to be said 

and I sincerely hope that the reader can treat this paper and this 

issue in general with the sensitivity it deserves. 

There are many people that made this paper possible. First, I 

would like to thank Rabbanit Rivky Krest, my personal mentor. 

She helped me craft my ideas and organize my research, and 

without her encouragement I don’t think this paper ever would 

have been finished. I would also like to thank Nicole Goldstein, 

my savior, who provided me with all the legal resources I used 

and didn’t use in this paper. As if it weren’t enough to volunteer 

to take time out of her extremely busy schedule to help me 

throughout high school, Nicole once again made herself available 

to me this year and was instrumental in the development of this 

paper. I would further like to thank Rav Yitzchak Blau and Rav 

David Brofsky, who both worked as editors on this paper, despite 

the fact that they had no professional requirement to do so. I 

would like to extend a massive amount of gratitude to Dr. Shira 

Berkovits, who does not know me, but still took time to look over 

and edit my list of suggested actions for schools. A huge thank you 

goes to Rabbanit Dena Rock, who somehow manages to teach so 

many classes, run the Matmidot Monday night program, and edit 

every single Matmida’s paper multiple times. I do not think we 

could ask for a more enthusiastic leader. Most of all, I would like 
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to thank my parents. Their constant support, encouragement, 

understanding, and total faith that no matter what, I would 

complete this paper is the only reason I was able to. Thank you.  
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A Witness By Any Other Name 
The Halachic Evolution of the 

Acceptance of Women’s Testimony  
Rena Max 

As old as Jewish law gets, it never becomes obsolete. The 

halachic system is built specifically to adapt to changing times 

through the methodical application of Torah principles by 

subsequent generations. Our ultimate goal is to live our lives 

according to God’s will and to build a just and fair society, while 

viewing these as complementary rather than opposing ideals. A 

fascinating case study in which these two ideals appear at odds 

with each other is the halacha that a woman may not serve as a 

witness in a Jewish court. In addition to this implying offensive 

notions about women’s trustworthiness, this halacha could lead to 

the injustice of many guilty parties evading punishment if the only 

witnesses to their crime are female. What I discovered through 

intensive research on the topic is that though women are 

technically excluded from attaining the full status of official eidim 

in beit din, women have always been able to give credible 

information which beit din utilizes to make their decisions. In the 

past, they did so in a limited capacity due to their social role, but 

as that social role evolved, so did their opportunities to provide 

information in beit din. Nowadays, no beit din ever rejects 

testimony on the grounds that it was presented by a woman. 

Female testimony is universally and routinely utilized as evidence 

by modern batei din. This paper seeks to trace the evolution of this 

halacha to understand how this massive change occurred.  
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Source of Women’s Disqualification as Witnesses  

The disqualification of women as witnesses in a beit din does 

not appear explicitly in the Torah, but Rabbinic literature derives 

it from pesukim, rendering their disqualification Biblical in status. 

The Rabbis use the technique of gezeira shava to make this 

derivation, which means that the same word appears in two 

different places and the Rabbis have a tradition to apply rules from 

one case to the other.1 The Sifrei2 and the Talmud Bavli3 both 

compare Devarim 19:15, which says  ה־ ֶּ֥י  ְשֹלָשָֽ ֶּ֗ים  אּ֛וֹ   ַעל־פִּ דִּ ֵ֣י  עֵּ ֵ֣י ׀  ְשנֵּ ַעל־פִּ

ר ָ֖ים  ָיקֶּּ֥ום  ָּדָבָֽ דִּ  based on the testimony of two witnesses or three - עֵּ

witnesses shall a matter be established, to Devarim 19:17, which says 

ָ֖יב  ּ֛ים  ֲאֶשר־ָלֶהֶּ֥ם ָהרִּ י־הָ ֲאָנשִּ  and the two men who are having the - ְוָעְמדֶּ֧ו  ְשנֵָּֽ

dispute shall stand. Because both pesukim use the word שני, two, the 

two pesukim are linked through a gezeira shava. The first pasuk is 

clearly talking about witnesses and the second about litigants. The 

second pasuk explicitly mentions אנשים – men (even though 

litigants can also be women). The gezeira shava applies this to the 

pasuk about witnesses, yielding the rule that witnesses must be 

men.  

In the process of proving that the explicit mention of men in 

Devarim 19:17 is supposed to teach about women’s disqualification 

as witnesses and not just describe the more common situation in 

the courtroom (that the litigants are men), the Bavli4 mentions the 

idea that it is atypical for women to appear in court at all because 

  All the glory of the king’s daughter is within.5 - ”כל כבודה בת מלך פנימה“

 
1 A gezeira shava only works if there is a tradition regarding what the lesson 

should be. Otherwise, it would be easy to abuse. This rule appears on 
Pesachim 66a.  

2 Sifrei on Devarim 190:3. 
3 Shavuot 30a. 
4 Shavuot 30a. 
5 Tehillim 45:14. 
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This statement is not presented in context as a rationale for the 

disqualification, though some6 see it that way.7  

Interestingly, the Talmud Yerushalmi8 rejects women’s 

testimony based on an entirely different gezeira shava. It creates a 

parallel between Devarim 19:17, which says,  ּ֛ים ֲאֶשר־ י־ָהֲאָנשִּ ְוָעְמדֶּ֧ו ְשנֵָּֽ

ָ֖יב   and the two men who are having the dispute shall stand, and - ָלֶהֶּ֥ם ָהרִּ

Bamidbar 11:26, which says, ֵ֣ים י־ֲאָנשִּ ָשֲארֵּ֣ו ְשנֵָּֽ ַּמֲחֶנִּ֡ה ׀  ַויִּ ֵ֣ם  ַבָֽ   ֶאְלָּדִּ֡ד ׀  ָהֶאָחֵ֣ד   שֵּ

ם֩ ֶׁ֨י  ְושֵּ נִּ יָד֜ד  ַהשֵּ מֵּ , and two men remained in the camp, the name of one Eldad 

and the name of the other Medad. The word שני, two, is used in both 

places, so since Eldad and Medad are explicitly referred to as men, 

women cannot be witnesses or judges. This is a very odd choice of 

derivation, especially when contrasted with the Bavli’s localized 

comparison, because the second pasuk is from a completely 

different context, and does not involve any direct references to 

witnesses or judges.  

The rule of women’s disqualification as witnesses is borne out 

by all the major poskim.  In Hilchot Eidut 9:2, the Rambam states 

that women are forbidden by the Torah to serve as witnesses. 

Surprisingly, he abandons both the Bavli’s and the Yerushalmi’s 

derivations and suggests his own. He cites Devarim 17:6, which 

says: “ המת יומת  עדים  שלשה  או  עדים  שנים  פי   based on the - ”על 

testimony of two witnesses or three witnesses shall a guilty party be put 

to death, and states that because שנים עדים is written in masculine 

form, it must refer to men. In the Shulchan Aruch, Rav Yosef Karo9 

declares, “פסולה  ,a woman is disqualified from testifying - ”אשה 

 
6 For example, Yoetzet Halacha Bracha Rutner in “The Implicit Trust in a 

Woman and its Implications for Jewish Law,” which can be found on 
yutorah.org 

7 Notably, in the context in which the pasuk is cited, it is speaking about societal 
expectations of women’s behavior rather than halachic expectations.  

8 Talmud Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 3:9. 
9 Shulchan Aruch Choshen Mishpat 35:14. 
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concurring with the Rambam in his ruling. However, in his 

commentary on the Mishneh Torah, the Kessef Mishneh,10 Rav Yosef 

Karo cites the gezeira shava stated by the Talmud Bavli as the source 

for this ruling, and declares that he doesn’t know why the 

Rambam didn’t use this proof.  In addition to the authority it 

garners simply by being the source in the Gemara, Rav Yosef Karo 

points out a glaring weakness in the Rambam’s proof - most of the 

Torah is written in the masculine since it is the default 

grammatical form in Hebrew. This three-way discrepancy 

between the Bavli, the Yerushalmi, and the Rambam as to the 

source for women’s disqualification highlights that there is 

universal agreement that women are disqualified and that their 

disqualification is Torah law based on pesukim, but that the exact 

derivation is implicit rather than explicit.11  

This Isn’t About Mistrust of Women 

At face value, the disqualification appears to put women in the 

same category as certain other disqualified people, such as the 

השוט , who is considered mentally incompetent, or criminals, who 

are suspected of lying.12 Indeed, several commentators do cite 

mental incompetence or untrustworthiness as the basis of 

women’s disqualification. For example, the Sefer HaChinuch13 says 

that women cannot testify since testimony requires focus and 

 
10 Kessef Mishneh on Hilchot Eidut 9:2. 
11 Interestingly, the Tur omits women from his list of disqualified witnesses in 

Tur Choshen Mishpat 35:15. He discusses there what happens if these people 
were disqualified at some point in the process of testifying and acceptable at 
a different point, so it’s possible he doesn’t bring up women because being a 
woman is not a potentially temporary state. 

12 A full list of pesulei eidut, both de’oraita and de’rabanan, can be found in 
Rambam Hilchot Eidut 9:1.  

13 Sefer HaChinuch Mitzva #37. 
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concentration. In his explanation of a later mitzva,14 he adds that 

women aren’t included in the category of testimony due to their 

weakness of mind. The Midrash Aggada on Bereishit15 suggests that 

women deny or withhold information out of fear and thus cannot 

be trusted to give testimony. Pirkei De’Rabbi Eliezer16 lists nine 

curses placed upon women as punishment for Chava’s sin of 

eating from the forbidden tree, one of which is that her testimony 

is not believed.  

However, this explanation is clearly refuted by an examination 

of the halachot surrounding women and testimony. A compelling 

proof that the Gemara places trust in women is that a woman is 

trusted to count her own days of nidda.17 Yoetzet Halacha Bracha 

Rutner18 emphasizes the import of believing women in this realm. 

She points out that when a woman declares that she is a nidda, her 

very declaration renders her ritually impure, regardless of her 

menstrual status. Furthermore, a woman’s ability to declare her 

own nidda or non-nidda status places more trust in her than 

allowing her to testify about commercial damage since money can 

be returned, but the punishment for a man who has relations with 

a nidda is karet, which is irreversible and more severe than a fine.  

The fact that a woman is trusted to count her days of nidda has 

much larger implications as well. Tosafot19 and the Rosh20 both say 

that a woman counting her own days of nidda is the source for the 

principle of עד אחד נאמן באיסורין - that a single witness is believed 

 
14 Sefer HaChinuch Mitzva #122. 
15 Midrash Aggada on Bereishit 18:15 
16 Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer 14:5 
17 Ketubot 72a. 
18 In her lecture “The Implicit Trust in a Woman and Its Implications for Jewish 

Law,” which can be found on yutorah.org. 
19 Tosafot Yevamot 88a, s.v.  ברי לי דשומן דמהימן 
20  Rosh on Moed Katan 3:32. 
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in cases of prohibitions. This principle is the basis for many 

important halachot that impact our daily lives.  For example, it is 

what enables us to eat in each other’s homes, since it is what allows 

us to rely upon the host or hostess’s assurance that the food is 

kosher. Since the very source for establishing trust without formal 

testimony is the believability of a woman regarding nidda, clearly 

halacha views as axiomatic the trustworthiness of women.   

In addition, several cases appear in the Gemara in which 

women’s claims about others are accepted as truth. These cases 

demonstrate that women are assumed to have credibility in cases 

in which there is no specific reason to believe otherwise, even 

though their formal testimony is not accepted. For example, two 

women who have been taken captive are believed when each 

testifies about the other that she has not been violated by her 

captors.21 A woman’s information is trusted, if she offhandedly 

mentions where a swarm of bees emerged from, to determine the 

owner.22 A woman can identify a man as the brother of the 

deceased for purposes of yibum.23 A midwife can declare a baby’s 

status as firstborn, Kohen, Levi, or mamzer by identifying which 

mother it belongs to.24 A woman may inform the beit din that 

another woman’s husband is dead, for the purpose of freeing her 

from being an aguna, a woman trapped in a marriage.25 All of these 

are examples of cases in which women are trusted to provide 

information with massive halachic ramifications, clearly indicating 

that halacha views women as credible, reliable, and trustworthy.  

 
21 Mishna Ketubot 2:6. 
22 Bava Kama 114b. 
23 Yevamot 39b. 
24 Kiddushin 73b. 
25 Yevamot 87b. 
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Tosafot26 say that the disqualification of women as witnesses has 

nothing to do with a lack of trustworthiness, just like Moshe and 

Aharon were not allowed to testify together, even though they 

were certainly considered reliable. Similarly, the king and the 

Kohen Gadol are not permitted to serve as witnesses. The Rambam27 

exempts a Kohen Gadol from testifying except about a king, and 

says a king may not testify at all. The king and the Kohen Gadol 

played the two most important roles in the Jewish nation; they 

were the political and spiritual leader, respectively. No one was 

more highly trusted than these two individuals, and yet they were 

not allowed to testify. So too, women are trusted from a halachic 

perspective and yet their formal testimony is not accepted. The 

Rashba28 says that women’s disqualification is a gezeirat hakatuv - a 

Torah decree whose logic we do not comprehend. He writes that 

we are not concerned that women will testify falsely, which is why 

their testimony is accepted in specific cases.  

We have established that mistrust of women is not the reason 

for their disqualification as witnesses, so what could the reason 

be? 

Social Roles and Social Change 

Since the rule is not based upon inherent mistrust of women, I 

believe that it must have been based upon their social role at the 

time. Allowing women to serve as witnesses would be a barrier to 

their remaining in the home because in halacha, being a witness is 

primarily a duty rather than a right;29 if you can testify, you must 

 
26 Tosafot Zevachim 103a.  
27 Mishneh Torah Hilchot Eidut 1:3 and 11:9. 
28 Teshuvot HaRashba Meyuchas L’haRamban 128. 
29 A witness is not allowed to be paid for testifying (Mishna Bechorot 4:6). 

Testifying is an obligation, not a privilege.  
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do so. The Torah30 says that a man who is able to testify about an 

event he witnessed, but does not do so, has sinned and is subject 

to punishment.31 Thus, women’s disqualification does not deprive 

them of a desirable position, but rather relieves them of an 

obligation. In the time the Torah was given through the time of 

Chazal, women’s role of caring for children and taking care of 

household responsibilities precluded the possibility of halacha 

mandating them to leave their homes to appear in court to testify.32 

Rabbi Saul Berman33 presents a very similar argument 

regarding women’s exemption from time-bound positive 

commandments, proposing that the exemptions are specifically 

from mitzvot performed publicly.34 Rabbi Berman suggests that: 

 
30 Vayikra 5:1. 
31 Bava Kama 55b explains that this is one of four sins for which the sinner is 

not liable for punishment from beit din, but is liable for punishment from 
Hashem. The Shulchan Aruch (Choshen Mishpat 28:1) codifies the law that if a 
man is called to testify and withholds testimony, he is exempt from 
punishment by beit din but liable for punishment from Heaven. Sefer 
HaChinuch (Mitzva #122) differentiates between monetary and capital cases: 
with monetary laws, a man is not obligated to testify about them unless a 
party in the case or the court solicits him, but with capital laws and other 
prohibitions in the Torah, a man is obligated to come on his own to testify in 
front of a court.  

32 This idea was developed by Rav Soloveitchik.  
33 Rav Saul Berman, “The Status of Women in Halakhic Judaism,” Tradition 

14:2 (Fall 1973): pp. 5-28. 
34 According to the mishna (Kiddushin 1:7), women are exempt from time-

bound positive commandments, מצוות עשה שהזמן גרמא. Although no reason 
is given for this, several different rationales have been suggested by various 
commentators in different times and places, such as: not wanting to create a 
conflict for a woman between serving her Creator and serving her husband 
(Sefer Abudraham, Blessings on Mitzvot and Their Laws), an inherent feminine 
tendency towards greater spirituality negating the need for excessive 
external reminders (Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch, Commentary to Vayikra 
23:43), inclusion with her husband’s mitzva performance since they are 
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Exemption would be a tool used by the Torah to achieve a 
particular social goal, namely to assure that no legal obligation 
would interfere with the selection by Jewish women of a role 
which was centered almost exclusively in the home. However, 
it is vital to emphasize that even with these exemptions, the 
wife-mother-homemaker role is not the mandated, or 
exclusively proper role, though it is clearly the preferred and 

therefore protected role.”35 

 
spiritually united (Rav Menachem Mendel Schneerson, “Address to 
Convention of N’shei U’bnos Chabad,” 25 Iyar 5744-1983 - based on a teaching 
of the Arizal), or enabling women to better care for their children (Iggrot 
Moshe Orach Chayim Chelek Daled Siman 49).  

These commentators were all attempting to formulate a fundamental theory 
to explain women’s exemption from time-bound positive commandments 
that fit with their personal view of women. Though several frame the 
exemption as being at least partially based upon women’s nature, all are in 
fact describing women’s social role as they perceived it: wife, mother, and 
homemaker.  

Rabbi Michael Broyde presents a different argument of social justification for 
women’s exemption in his article, “Why Are Women Obligated in Some 
Time-bound Positive Commandments and Exempt from Others? A New 
Theory” (publication pending; he sent it to me as a draft.) He points out that 
there are several exceptions to the time-bound positive commandment rule, 
either time-bound positive commandments in which women are obligated 
or non-time-bound ones from which they are exempt, and states that positive 
time-boundedness may not be the determining factor even though it is the 
one explicitly mentioned in the mishna. Instead, he suggests, perhaps women 
are exempt from commandments which require an object to perform, as this 
would make them more financially dependent upon men. If so, the 
exemption was created to protect women from a vulnerability created by 
their social role. This is his personal view, but is worth mentioning because, 
like Rabbi Berman’s, it addresses the interesting phenomenon that women’s 
exemptions from particular mitzvot and obligations in others don’t end up 
matching very well with the mishna’s rule; and it addresses some weaknesses 
in the private/public distinction made by Rabbi Berman. Rabbi Berman’s 
explanation actually fits women's disqualification as witnesses better than it 
fits their mitzva exemptions.  

35 I would like to point out that choosing to take an active role in the 
professional world does not stop women from being wonderful mothers, nor 
should working women feel that their life’s path is any less “preferred” by 
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In the modern day, society has changed dramatically and many 

women are now involved in the professional world. Women are 

no longer confined to a particular social role or expected to remain 

in the home. Nowadays, some women refrain from the 

performance of these mitzvot in order to focus on other priorities, 

while others choose to perform them voluntarily. Rabbanit Malke 

Bina36 says, “I have always believed that women are released from 

positive time-bound mitzvot in order that they have more 

flexibility and more choices.” Rabbanit Chana Henkin37 suggests 

that, “By the nature of their role in Judaism, women partake of 

both [obligatory and voluntary mitzvot]. Perhaps, in addition to 

infusing Jewish life with a vital energy and religious excitement, 

women might give over to men a thirst for religious spontaneity, 

eino metzuveh v’oseh, some uncommanded religious initiative, with 

which to enrich their metzuveh v’oseh.”  

However, there is a difference between someone voluntarily 

taking on mitzvot and their testimony being accepted in beit din: 

women were never prohibited from performing these mitzvot, so 

there was natural flexibility in this area. On the other hand, 

women are prohibited from being designated as official witnesses 

in beit din. Therefore, social change alone could not change the 

halachic reality; a valid halachic mechanism needed to be found to 

enable women to testify in court. 

 
Hashem or the Torah. Thankfully, recognition of this has increased 
dramatically over time. 

36 Rabbanit Malke Bina, “Symposium on Women and Jewish Education,” 
Tradition 28:3 (Spring 1994): p. 15. 

37 In her article “Einah Metzuvah V’Osah in a Post-Modern World,” Dec. 2012 
https://www.nishmat.net/torah/view/asp?id=29 
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Alternative Pathways for Evidence to be Accepted by 

Beit Din 

Berur, בירור, meaning “clarification,” is the process of verifying 

the facts of a case in a Jewish court. Testimony from kosher eidim 

is one method of berur, but there have always been methods that 

do not require kosher eidim. A closer look at the examples from the 

Gemara in which women provide information reveals that they are 

not receiving the official designation of witness when doing so. 

These cases fall into three general categories.  

The first category, as discussed above, is עד אחד נאמן באיסורין - 

one witness, including a woman, is believed in cases of 

prohibitions. When at issue is whether an item or person is either 

permissible or prohibited, a woman can declare and thereby 

determine their status one way or the other. Counting her own 

days of nidda and testifying that another captive woman has not 

been violated are examples of eid echad ne’eman b’issurin, which is 

not formal testimony. 

The second category is תומו לפי   an offhanded, naive – מסיח 

mentioning of information.  Evidence obtained by someone 

casually mentioning information is sometimes relied upon in 

Talmudic law specifically because it is given outside of the context 

of formal testimony and therefore the person delivering it has no 

motive to lie. Mentioning the location of a swarm of bees, which 

then ends up determining their ownership, is an example of 

meisiach l’fi tumo.  

The third category is identification of people, which is 

considered בעלמא מלתא   merely revealing the facts of a – גילוי 

matter, as differentiated from formal testimony. This category 

includes identifying a deceased husband to release an aguna, 

identifying a deceased husband’s brother for purposes of yibum, 

and establishing a baby’s lineage.  
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It is important to emphasize that women are being trusted in 

all of these cases to provide information used to assign particular 

halachic statuses. However, they are not doing so via formal 

testimony and thus are not officially eidim. Yet, the beit din can rule 

based on the information that they provide.  

Berur can also be achieved through the use of official signed 

documents and other forms of evidence that are reliable, though 

they are not witnesses. In the modern day, it can be achieved 

through the use of DNA and videos. Testimony from kosher eidim 

is weighed and analyzed by the beit din exactly like any other form 

of evidence, to determine whether it is strong (siman muvhak), 

mediocre (siman emtza’i/beinoni), or weak (siman garua).38 The fact 

that it is testimony and not some other kind of evidence does not 

affect consideration of its reliability. Witnesses are questioned to 

determine whether their testimony is accurate, while documents 

and other evidence are checked for validity.  

Clearly, halachic mechanisms exist for women to provide 

testimony in beit din even if they cannot be designated as formal 

eidim. This can already be seen in some cases in the Gemara. 

However, in order to reach the reality of today, in which there is 

full acceptance of female testimony, an organic process of halachic 

evolution had to occur. Many poskim were involved in the gradual 

expansion of accepting women’s testimony as an alternative form 

of evidence not considered formal eidut, to reach the point we are 

at today when there is no practical difference between female 

testimony and official eidut. 

 
38 Pri Megadim Yoreh Deah, Klal Simanim U’tviat Ayin. 
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Evolution and Expansion of Acceptance of Women’s 

Testimony 

Understanding that the root of the halacha was to accommodate 

the social role of women can help us understand the fascinating 

evolution of this halacha, which is rarely discussed. Rabbi Dr. 

Michael Avi Helfand39 of the Beth Din of America presented a 

fascinating lecture on the topic. He began his lecture by relating 

the following: When litigants in America bring their case to beit 

din, what makes the beit din’s decision binding and enforceable by 

an American court is that both litigants begin by accepting upon 

themselves to abide by whatever decision will be rendered by the 

beit din. Through their mutual acceptance, the beit din’s decision 

becomes legally binding and enforceable in a secular court. 

American law states, however, that a court's decision is 

invalidated if it is discovered that the court refused to hear 

testimony pertinent to the case, such as the testimony of a woman. 

As we know, Jewish law technically invalidates women as 

witnesses.  Rabbi Dr. Helfand explained that he expected to find 

records of cases that had been adjudicated by a beit din in America 

whose ruling was overturned when the losing party went to an 

American court and claimed that the beit din had refused to accept 

relevant testimony from a woman. He was certain that this issue 

must have come up numerous times, as surely there must have 

been cases in which the losing litigant would have known of this 

American statute, and would have had some female who 

potentially knew relevant testimony in his case. However, he 

could not find a single case in which it had occurred that a secular 

American court had overturned a ruling of a beit din due to the beit 

din’s refusal to hear testimony from a woman. He decided to 

 
39 In his lecture, “Female Testimony in Beit Din: An Untold Story of Halachic 

Justice,” which can be found on yutorah.org. 
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research the issue and discovered that it had never occurred 

because batei din never refuse to accept women’s testimony. Every 

beit din simply accepts the relevant testimony of women in all cases 

that come before it. He then wondered what the halachic basis for 

such a policy is. He found that halachic sources cite three 

exceptions in which women’s testimony is accepted, and he argues 

that those exceptions have gradually become so far-reaching that 

in modern society, a woman’s testimony is never rejected on the 

grounds that it was offered by a woman. I see the three exceptions 

cited by Rabbi Helfand as three chronological stages in the process 

of the expansion of accepting women’s testimony.  

The first exception is that if the case concerns a matter in which 

women are considered to have greater expertise than men or 

which took place in an environment where women are more likely 

to be present than men, women’s testimony is accepted. This idea 

is already alluded to in some of the cases in which the Gemara 

mandates accepting a woman’s testimony - for example, the cases 

involving the midwife and the counting of nidda days were 

considered within women’s areas of expertise rather than men’s. 

The Sefer Ha’Aguda40 says that in areas of a person’s expertise their 

testimony is accepted, and he specifies that the practical meaning 

of this is that a woman’s testimony is accepted regarding 

something that took place in the women’s section of the 

synagogue. The Terumat HaDeshen41 considers the testimony of 

two women preferable to that of one man in a case involving an 

argument over synagogue seats in the women’s section, since 

women pay more attention to seats in the women’s section than 

men do. He also mentions women testifying about a widow’s 

 
40 Sefer Ha’Aguda on Kiddushin, Siman 64. The Sefer Ha’Aguda was written in the 

1300’s. 
41 Responsa of the Terumat HaDeshen 353. 
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clothing. He emphasizes that these women are not actually proper 

witnesses and even suggests that one might only be accepting 

them because cases involving women’s environments or expertise 

are rare in comparison to the total number of financial cases. In 

this first stage of evolution, starting with the Gemara and 

appearing explicitly in later halachic decisions, women’s testimony 

was accepted only about specific things which were considered 

their area of expertise and not men’s; this was quite limited.  

The second stage begins with a takana, enactment, cited in the 

name of Rabbeinu Tam:42 In all cases involving a physical 

altercation, a pasul eid, such as a relative or a woman, is accepted 

because it is not convenient or sometimes possible to find kosher 

eidim who witnessed the event. The Kol Bo43 repeats this enactment 

of Rabbeinu Tam, saying that when an assault takes place in a 

synagogue and the assaulted retaliates by lashing out in return, 

the assaulted loses his claim, and a woman is believed to serve as 

a witness in this matter. Rabbeinu Tam applied this broadly to 

allow women to testify in any case of instantaneous conduct with 

commercial consequences at which there were no male witnesses. 

Accordingly, the Rama remarks that it is customary to accept a 

woman’s testimony in cases involving the assault and degradation 

of a scholar or in other cases of quarrel and snitching ( בענין הכאה 

ת"ח   ומסירותובזיון  קטטות  שאר  או  ). Utilizing this takana, women’s 

word was accepted about cases of assault and instantaneous 

commercial damage when there were no men present. This 

leniency does not appear in the Gemara; it evolved out of necessity. 

It allowed monetary compensation for victims who would 

otherwise not have received it because only a woman had 

witnessed the altercation. Because the disqualification of women 

 
42 Teshuvot Maharam Defus Prague Siman 1022. 
43 Kol Bo 116. 
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was borne of a social role, it makes sense that a leniency arose out 

of a societal need. However, at this stage, women’s testimony was 

still accepted only in a relatively small subset of financial cases.44 

The third exception is that if a beit din is convinced that 

testimony is accurate, they can and should accept it even if the 

witness is technically invalid. The Aruch HaShulchan45 in the 1800’s 

wrote that the Rama’s enactment allowing the acceptance of 

women’s testimony when there are no male witnesses available 

should be expanded to apply to all financial cases.46 Judges on a 

beit din should decide whether or not to accept the testimony of an 

invalid witness that comes before their court by analyzing the 

 
44 Shimshon Ettinger, in his paper “אישה כעד בדיני ממונות במשפט העברי " notes 

that nearly all of the progress in accepting women’s testimony during the 
Middle Ages occurred in the Ashkenazi world. (Note that the author of the 
Sefer Ha’Aguda, the author of the Terumat HaDeshen, Rabbenu Tam, and the 
Rama are all Ashkenazi). He points out that Sephardi poskim were not 
accepting of this development. As proof he brings a responsa of the Rashba, 
part 5 siman 139, in which the Rashba, a Sephardi posek, says he has heard of 
leniency in accepting women’s testimony in the Ashkenazi world and thinks 
this is wrong and inappropriate. Ettinger proposes that this difference is 
partly because Ashkenazi women enjoyed a somewhat higher-status role in 
their society than did Sephardi women, and partly because the Ashkenazim 
mostly viewed women’s disqualification as a gezeirat hakatuv and were quick 
to narrow the cases where it would apply, whereas the Sephardim generally 
felt the prohibition was more substantive.  

45 Aruch HaShulchan, Choshen Mishpat, Laws of Property Damage, 408:2. 
46 Interestingly, the Aruch HaShulchan claims that the core resistance people 

have to this expansion - which he sees as obviously beneficial - is a concern 
that false witnesses will be hired. This does not really make sense as an 
objection to women testifying, because there is no reason to think someone 
would have better luck hiring women as false witnesses than men; on the 
contrary, men probably would have gotten away with it more easily if female 
testimony was still controversial! In any case he does not claim that he 
himself is necessarily concerned about this; he simply addresses it in order 
to bolster his argument that batei din should be able to accept the testimony 
of invalid witnesses if they have thoroughly investigated and believe it to be 
accurate.  
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testimony carefully to see if it is accurate, and if it seems accurate, 

they should accept it. He says that if batei din do not act in this way, 

it will be an obstruction of justice - “the fields, gardens and 

orchards will be burned down.” This widens the scope of 

acceptance of female testimony to include all financial cases (all 

cases coming before beit din today), whether or not they involve 

fighting or instantaneous damage.  

In his responsa, Mishpetei Uziel,47 Rav Uziel, the first Sephardi 

chief rabbi of Israel, diverges from the mainstream method of 

accepting female testimony as an alternative, equivalent form of 

evidence. He proves that women’s disqualification as witnesses is 

not based on suspicion that they will lie, and then suggests making 

a takana, enactment, to accept women’s testimony in the modern 

day exactly like a man’s. This seems to have become common 

practice without such a takana ever officially being made, and it is 

unclear why he thinks it is necessary.  

Where Are We Now? 

Since the passing of the Equality of Women’s Rights Act in 

Israel in 1951, it has been illegal in Israel to reject a woman’s 

testimony without justification. This law states that “a man and a 

woman shall have equal status with regard to any legal 

proceeding; any provision of law which discriminates, with regard 

to any legal proceeding, against women as women, shall be of no 

effect.” 

A court case came before the Israeli beit din in which a woman 

had been abused by her husband and wanted the court to mandate 

that he give her a divorce. All of her witnesses were women, and 

the husband refused to accept their testimony on the grounds that 

a woman is not a halachically valid witness. HaRav Yitzchak Levi 

 
47 Shu”t Mishpetei Uziel, Choshen Mishpat, Siman 20. 
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Herzog, the first Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of Israel, ruled that the 

women’s testimony must be accepted.48 He explained that in cases 

like these of altercations and fights, we have an old takana of 

Rabbeinu Tam that women are kosher eidim. He also cited a 

responsa of the Noda B’Yehuda saying that in cases in which 

women are typically present and men aren’t, women may testify, 

and applied it here because a woman is sociologically more likely 

to express her despair to other women than to men. Finally, he said 

that if the dayan recognizes that the claim is true, he should rely on 

“invalid” testimony.  

In 2014, Revital Hovel reported in Israeli news source Haaretz, 

that the Jerusalem Rabbinical Court was attempting to refuse to 

admit relevant testimony from women during a hearing on the 

division of property in a divorce case. However, the litigant filed 

a complaint, and the ombudsman,49 retired Supreme Court Justice 

Eliezer Rivlin, found it justified: the dayan was not legally allowed 

to refuse the women’s testimony. In response to the complaint, the 

Rabbinical Courts Administration considered reissuing 

professional guidelines to all the rabbinical-court judges, stating 

that they must accept women’s testimony in their courtrooms. 

Ultimately the guidelines weren’t reissued, but only on the 

grounds that the judges knew the rules and that this case was 

exceptional. 

The rules of the Beth Din of America state that, “The Beth Din 

may, on its own motion, seek testimony or affidavits from any 

person50 whom it deems relevant to a matter: provided that such 

testimony be sought in the presence of the parties, and subject to 

 
48 Collection of Decisions from the Israeli Chief Rabbinate of Israel, Volume 2. 
49 The person appointed to oversee the investigation of complaints of improper 

government activity against citizens. 
50 My emphasis, not theirs. 
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such rebuttal as the parties deem appropriate and the Beth Din 

permits.”51 The rule states “any person,” not “any man;” the Beth 

Din of America considers everyone’s testimony equally regardless 

of gender, and weighs it for believability in exactly the same way. 

Women are not banned from serving as fact-based witnesses in 

any of the cases that appear before beit din today.  

A Different Type of Witness 

If women - or anyone else - can provide information to a beit 

din even without necessarily receiving the designation of a halachic 

witness, simply by being reliable and trustworthy, then what is the 

significance of such a designation at all? 

 I have thus far been discussing the issue of women serving as 

a particular type of witness: עד ראיה - “a proof witness” - a witness 

who explains or verifies the facts of a case. It is not their status as 

a witness that is important, but rather their ability to provide facts. 

Therefore, there is no problem with women performing this 

function in the modern day, whether or not they are officially 

designated as witnesses. However, there is another type of 

witness: עד קיום - “an establishing witness.” This type of witness 

activates a halachic process or a new halachic status, such as 

marriage or divorce, merely by their presence. A monetary 

transaction has still occurred even if there are no witnesses there 

to see it, but a halachic marriage or divorce is not valid without the 

presence of at least two kosher witnesses; the couple is simply not 

halachically married or divorced if they performed the ceremony in 

private. 

 
51 Rules and Procedures - Beth Din of America. 
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Women are disqualified from serving as eidei kiyum, and this 

still holds true today; women are not permitted to serve as official 

witnesses at Orthodox Jewish wedding or divorce ceremonies.52   

There is debate regarding whether eidei kiyum are their own 

category or a special type of eid ra’aya.53  One view, considered the 

simplest approach, holds that eidei kiyum are an entirely separate 

category from eidei ra’aya. The Ritva54 says that the witnesses to 

marriage are not just there to verify the truth of the matter, but 

rather the marriage does not exist without them; this is a gezeirat 

hakatuv. As Rav Moshe Taragin puts it, “Inasmuch as the meaning 

of these ceremonious acts is abstract, rather than tangible, it must 

be lent greater weight by the presence of attending witnesses.”55 

The other view is that eidei kiyum are just a special type of 

mandatory eidei ra’aya. The Ketzot HaChoshen56 says that the point 

of witnesses at both financial transactions and weddings/divorces 

is to create the possibility of legal verifiability. A financial 

transaction can be verified in court by the involved parties’ own 

admission, so witnesses may never be necessary and their 

presence at the initial transaction is not mandated. However, a 

wedding or divorce cannot be verified by the involved parties’ 

own admission. Establishing a woman as a particular man's wife 

forbids her to others, and pronouncing a woman divorced renders 

her forbidden to marry a kohen. Since such declarations have the 

potential to damage the interests of others, the parties themselves 

 
52 The only modern cases involving eidei kiyum are weddings and divorces. 
53 See Rav Moshe Taragin’s Talmudic Methodology Shiur 05: Eidei Kiyum, on 

Yeshivat Har Etzion’s Virtual Beit Midrash. 
54 Ritva on Kiddushin 43a. 
55 Rav Moshe Taragin, Talmudic Methodology Shiur 05: Eidei Kiyum, Yeshivat 

Har Etzion, Virtual Beit Midrash. 
56 Ketzot HaChoshen on Choshen Mishpat 241:1. 
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are disqualified from testifying,57 and objective witnesses are 

required. The Ketzot HaChoshen58 argues that eidei kiyum at a 

wedding or divorce are not part of the ceremony, but only create 

necessary legal verifiability.  

Whether eidei kiyum are just a form of eidei ra’aya or their own 

category, it makes sense that the halachic evolution which enabled 

women to give testimony as eidei ra’aya did not similarly enable 

them to serve as eidei kiyum at wedding and divorce ceremonies.  

Even if eidei kiyum are fundamentally the same as eidei ra’aya, there 

is nevertheless a subtle difference: by eidei kiyum there is a 

mandated requirement not for berur, but for eidim specifically.  

Even if a couple videoed their kiddushin ceremony so that there is 

incontrovertible proof that their kiddushin took place, they are not 

halachically married if there were not two witnesses present 

watching their kiddushin. Similarly, even though women are 

reliable and trustworthy, they lack the formal halachic status of 

“eid” and therefore cannot validate a wedding any more than a 

video can. This opinion must assume that when women give 

testimony in a beit din today, they are not serving as eidim but 

rather as an alternative form of berur.  

 If one views eidei kiyum and eidei ra’aya as two fundamentally 

different categories, then it makes sense for different rules to apply 

to each of them. Perhaps it is simply a gezeirat hakatuv, an 

unexplained Divine decree, that eidei kiyum must be men. 

Alternatively, perhaps this view sees the purpose of an eid kiyum 

as being to create a formal and ceremonious environment, which 

women were not expected to do, and perhaps were viewed as 

unable to do.  

 
57 In contrast, in a monetary case, a person’s admission of owing money 

damages only himself, and so he is believed. 
58 Ketzot HaChoshen on Choshen Mishpat 241:1. 
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Will this halacha evolve too, so that at some point women will 

be accepted as valid eidei kiyum at weddings and divorces, just as 

their testimony is already accepted in all financial cases?  Perhaps, 

perhaps not. There is less of a driving force to find a halachic 

mechanism to enable women to serve as eidei kiyum since a couple 

getting married or divorced has the option of asking men to serve 

as their witnesses; when it comes to eidei ra’aya, whoever happens 

to be present at the crime scene are the only options available for 

ensuring justice is served. In addition, the halachot are not 

necessarily the same. Serving as an eid kiyum requires the formal 

designation of eid, while providing testimony that beit din relies 

upon can work through the alternative path of berur. As with all 

of halacha, it is only through a thorough analysis of the topics that 

one can appreciate the depth and complexity of the issues 

involved.  

The expansion of the use of female testimony in Jewish law is 

an excellent example of the organic process of halachic evolution. 

Many Jews are not even aware that the disqualification of women 

as witnesses was never as far-reaching as it seemed, or that 

women’s testimony is accepted in all batei din nowadays. This 

became the reality gradually, with many halachic authorities over 

many years each adding an additional piece, always adhering to 

halachic principles while also promoting the core values of justice 

and fairness. This pattern of gradual halachic evolution brought 

about by the work of many individuals reflects the remarkable 

interface of a constant Torah and ever-changing society.  
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Personal note 

Over the course of this year at Midreshet Lindenbaum, I’ve 

been encouraged to explore questions, such as how we can balance 

appreciating halacha’s nuance with maintaining a strong 

commitment to it, and what to do when different values conflict. I 

had many ideas for the topic of this paper, but eventually my 

interest was piqued by the question of why a woman is an invalid 

witness in Jewish law, and why that doesn’t cause practical 

problems today. I found it to be a fascinating example of the way 

that halachic change can be possible when done in a way that 

maintains the integrity of the system of halacha. The expansion of 

women’s testimony is an example of a process of halachic evolution 

that occurred gradually over many generations, and whose result 

has gained wide acceptance. It provides a model for how future 

change might occur in various areas of halacha where a practice 

that worked in the past is now causing harmful results. This is not 

to say that we can fabricate loopholes or change the rules when 

halacha is challenging or frustrating. Keeping mitzvot takes faith 

and it isn’t easy. However, when done properly, halachic evolution 

is not a series of loopholes. It is a natural process that occurs over 

centuries, involving the contributions of many Rabbinic figures 

and the efforts of many people. 

The publication of this Journal also involved the efforts of 

many people. I would like to acknowledge the people who made 

the publication of my paper possible. Thank you first and foremost 

to Rabbanit Dena (Freundlich) Rock: the brilliant Gemara teacher 

who taught me to think like a Talmudist, the encouraging mentor 

who supported my paper enthusiastically every step of the way, 

and the Coordinator of this wonderful Journal who put in 

countless hours of work to make it happen. Thank you to Professor 

Adina Levine-Rydzinski, Rabbanit Nomi Berman, Rabbi Michael 



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal 

160 

Broyde, Rabbi David Brofsky, and Rabbanit Sally Mayer, who 

answered questions and/or provided help during the research, 

writing, and editing process. Thank you to everyone who sent me 

sources or simply told me they’d love to read the paper. Thank 

you to Mom, Dad, Elana, and Ari, who support me in everything 

I do. Last but not least, thank you to the other Matmidot. You are 

all an inspiration, and I am proud to have spent the year with such 

intelligent, passionate, and dedicated women. I look forward to 

watching you go on to accomplish great things.  
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Finessing the Fabrics 
Sami Gubin 

Scientific theory is essential to understanding everyday 

phenomena in our world. Similarly, through scientific analysis of 

religious texts, one can hope to glean personal religious meaning. 

If one endeavors to lead a religious life that is balanced, one 

approach to achieving this balance is through a synthesis of 

modern “secular” topics and traditional ideas. In this paper, we 

will use science and philosophy as well as commentaries, 

midrashim, and other esoteric texts to understand the religious 

symbolism of the Mishkan, arguably the paradigm of Jewish 

religious experience. Through this analysis, we will demonstrate 

how symbolism is used clearly so that all readers can experience 

spirituality and religion more deeply than they have before and 

engage in a process of personal growth based on their individual 

connections and resonance with the text.  

Just as details in a work of literature should be mined for their 

deeper meaning within the text, one should use all the resources 

s/he can, especially “secular” resources such as science, literature, 

and philosophy to explore religious symbolism. Since the 

construction of the Mishkan is so material and enumeration of the 

priestly garments so detailed, it seems obvious that an analysis of 

these subjects through contemporary areas of study would 

enhance one’s understanding of the physical manifestation of a 

Jew’s relationship with God.  

There is a lot of physical beauty displayed in the Mishkan, 

including precious metals, jewels, royal and luxurious fabrics, and 

accouterments. In no other section of Tanach are there so many 

details about colors, materials, lengths, widths, and placements 



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal 

162 

than in the Mishkan. It is impossible to ignore the multitude of 

details present in the text, and one must assume that their 

placement is not arbitrary.  Clearly, beauty is an important 

element in glorifying God, in the place where the Shechina resides. 

Since the physical description of the Mishkan reflects the spiritual 

experience of the Israelities in the desert, one can extrapolate that 

through worldly, corporeal, seemingly mundane research, 

esoteric and lofty ideals can be discerned that have the potential to 

bolster one’s spiritual life.  

Duality in the Mishkan 

Many commentators ask why certain words and phrases are 

included and repeated throughout Tanach and work tirelessly to 

propose answers to consider. While we will never know with 

certainty the answers to these questions, the pursuit is worthwhile 

and through it, individuals can glean important subtextual 

spiritual messages that underlie the peshat of the Torah.  

There is a midrash1 that attempts to explain why the Mishkan is 

so opulent. The vessels in the Mishkan seem to parallel typical 

royal paraphernalia of foreign kings of the era. God explains to 

Bnei Yisrael that this is exactly the point of the Mishkan. He 

recognizes that all the other kings have tents, tables, candlesticks, 

and incense burners, because these symbols represent 

sovereignty. Since God is sovereign, it seems as though He would 

need these items as well.  However, he does not; since God is 

supremely sovereign, He does not need human symbols of 

kingship. The Mishkan is distinctly necessary though, because God 

wants his people to learn immense truths about human existence 

and their relationship with Him through their service in His 

 
1 Nechama Leibowitz translated by Aryeh Newman, “Teruma 1: Make Me a 

Sanctuary,” Studies in Shemot (Exodus), Eliner Library, Jerusalem, 1995, p. 
465.  
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house. While the house was demanded by God, seemingly as a 

place for Him to dwell, it really is for His people to dwell with Him 

there; an asynchronous learning experience for all the generations 

of Israel through the presence of the Shechinah in the way God 

wanted it to be present.  

Yitzchak ben Yehudah Abravanel,2 a Portuguese philosopher 

and Torah exegete, asks three important questions when he 

discusses the Mishkan. He posits that the Mishkan was built to 

prove God’s eternal involvement with the people of Israel. He 

dwelled among them, in the Mishkan. Using the above Midrash, he 

notes that the vessels in the Mishkan were quite similar to vessels 

that would be in palaces of kings. Corporeal beings need items to 

furnish their palaces; in comparison to God who doesn’t need 

anything, these kings are weak and worthless. God’s requesting 

furniture that he obviously does not need, because He is not 

physical, shows His marked and elevated status as the one and 

only God. This sentiment is a guide to help Bnei Yisrael approach 

their Creator, beyond their daily service in the Mishkan. We 

understand that God doesn’t particularly need our mitzvot or our 

prayers, yet we do them anyway because we acknowledge that 

God supersedes anyone and everything else.  

Before exploring the meaning behind the details of the Mishkan, 

one must first understand its overarching significance. Through 

specific midrashim and philosophical principles, one can begin to 

comprehend some of the larger ideas that hide behind the verses 

describing the Mishkan. 

 
2 Abravanel Shemot 25. 
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The first commandment we have regarding the Mishkan does 

not even specify the Mishkan by name. Rather, it is referred to as a 

Mikdash.3 The Midrash Shemot Rabba4 is seen below as follows. 

י   יב )שיר השירים ה, ב(: ֲאנִּ ְכתִּ י ְתרּוָמה, ֲהָדא הּוא דִּ ְקחּו לִּ ר, ְויִּ ָנהָּדָבר ַאחֵּ  ְישֵּ
י   בִּ רְולִּ י  עֵּ ל ֲאנִּ ְשָראֵּ י, ָאְמָרה ְכֶנֶסת יִּ ץ, ֶאָלא ַהָקדֹוש ָברּוְך הּוא   ָיַשְנתִּ ן ַהקֵּ י מִּ לִּ
ר יעֵּ י ְוֶחְלקִּ י    אלקים  , ֶשֶנֱאַמר )תהלים עג, כו(: צּור ְלָבבִּ ָנהְלעֹוָלם. ֲאנִּ ן   ְישֵּ מִּ

י   בִּ י ְולִּ ְצוֹות, ֲאָבל ְזכּות ֲאבֹוַתי עֹוֶמֶדת לִּ רַהּמִּ י  עֵּ ָנה. ֲאנִּ י   ְישֵּ בִּ ֶגל, ְולִּ ה ָהעֵּ ַמֲעשֵּ מִּ
ר י ְתרּוָמה. )שיר השירים ה, עֵּ ְקחּו לִּ י: ְויִּ יק ָעַלי, ֱהוֵּ , ְוַהָקדֹוש ָברּוְך הּוא ַמְרתִּ

י אֲ  י לִּ ְתחִּ ת, )שיר השירים ה, ב(: פִּ ְך ְבֹלא ַביִּ ְתַהלֵּ י, ַעד ָמַתי ֶאְהֶיה מִּ י ַרְעָיתִּ ֹחתִּ
ְקָּדש ֶשֹלא ֶאְהֶיה ַבחּוץ.  י מִּ ְמָלא ָטל, ֶאָלא ֲעשּו לִּ י נִּ  ב(: ֶשֹראשִּ

Another interpretation: “And they shall take for Me an 

offering”: this is the meaning of the verse (Song of Songs 5:2) “I 

was sleeping, but my heart was awake.” The people Israel said: “I 

have been asleep with regard to the end, however the Holy One is 

awake” as it is written: “The Rock of my heart and my portion is 

Elokim, forever” (Ps. 73:26) I am asleep in regard to mitzvot, but 

the merit of my ancestors stands for me, and my heart is awake. I 

am asleep from the story of the calf, but my heart is awake, and 

the Holy Blessed One knocked at it, that is “and they shall take for 

Me an offering.” “Open up for me, my sister, my friend” (Song of 

Songs 5:2). For how long must I travel without a home? “My head 

is drenched in dew”, rather, make Me a Mikdash so that I need not 

be outside.   

This midrash explains that the commandment to take Terumah, 

and effectively build the Mishkan, was due to Bnei Yisrael’s 

transgression with the Golden Calf. God determined that His 

Chosen People needed a Mishkan as a conduit to serve Him 

properly. The midrash implies through the terms sleep and wake, 

that Bnei Yisrael had given up on their relationship with God, 

either because they were not ready for it, or because of their 

 
3 Shemot 25:8  ועשו לי מקדש 
4 Shemot Rabba 33:3. 
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collective desire to move away from God. Sleep metaphorically 

expresses the state of spiritual divorcement and lethargy that Bnei 

Yisrael were experiencing in the desert.5 The commandment to 

build the Mishkan was a reconciliation with God after Bnei Yisrael’s 

period of separation and detachment from Him.  

Midrash Tanchuma on parashat Teruma6 offers a different 

approach, as it paints the Mishkan as a panacea, a cure-all for the 

diminutive condition of the human brain. One cannot adequately 

or even remotely grasp God as a concept due to His immense 

omnipotence and omnipresence. The inherent deficit of human 

understanding necessitated a tangible representation of God, as 

found through the Mishkan.  

We want to believe that the Mishkan was made for God, that 

we created something for Him to dwell in while accompanying us 

through the desert, yet hearing the possibility that the Mishkan was 

commanded to us as a concession to human frailty can be 

upsetting. The Mishkan no longer seems as beautiful as we once 

thought, as it became tainted with our communal sin (the golden 

calf) and concurrent inability to relate to God in such a deep way. 

Bnei Yisrael were not developed enough to experience the optimal 

relationship with God through pure spirituality, rather they 

needed a physical representation of God, throughout the service 

in the Mishkan.  

While these ideas are hard to read, they teach us an important 

truth and should inform how we develop and practice our 

relationship with God. There is value in admitting one’s lack of 

understanding. One should aspire to use his deficiencies in 

 
5 Nechama Leibowitz translated by Aryeh Newman, “Terumah 1: Make Me a 

Sanctuary.” Studies in Shemot (Exodus), Eliner Library, Jerusalem, 1995, pp. 
462–463.  

6 Tanchuma Teruma 8 
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knowledge of God to strengthen his faith, through asking difficult 

questions and seeking answers, while also recognizing that there 

will be some issues with no resolution. Through this process, one 

should come away with a stronger desire and resolve to serve the 

Holy One Blessed Be He.  
The details about the Mishkan are relayed twice in the span of 

only a few parshiot, once in parshiot Teruma and Tetzave, where God 

gives Moshe the instructions for how to build the Mishkan, and a 

second time in parshiot Vayakhel and Pekudei. 

Here are a few examples: 

Teruma and Tetzaveh: 

אֲ  ָ֖ן ְכֹכֶּ֗ל  ְוכֵּ ָל֑יו  כׇל־כֵּ ֵ֣ית  ַתְבנִּ ָ֖ת  ְואֵּ ְשָכֶּ֔ן  ַהּמִּ ֵ֣ית  ַתְבנִּ ָ֚ת  אֵּ אֹוְתָךֶּ֔  ַמְרֶאֵ֣ה  י֙  ֲאנִּ ֶש֤ר 

ּו׃   7ַתֲעשָֽ

ֶרת. ָ֖י ְקצֶֹּ֥ות ַהַכֹפָֽ ְשנֵּ ְקָשה֙ ַתֲעֶשֵ֣ה ֹאָתֶּ֔ם מִּ ָ֖ים ָזָה֑ב מִּ ם ְכֻרבִּ ּ֛יָת ְשַנֶּ֥יִּ  8ְוָעשִּ

ְלבַ  ְוהִּ ֶּ֗ים  ְוֶאת־ְוָלַקְחָתֵ֣ ֶאת־ַהְבָגדִּ ֹפֶּ֔ד  ָהאֵּ ֵ֣יל  ְמעִּ ת֙  ְואֵּ ת־ַאֲהֹרן֙ ֶאת־ַהֻכֹתֶֶּ֔נת  ֶאָֽ ְשָת֤ 

ד׃ ֹפָֽ ֶָ֖שב ָהאֵּ ֹפָ֖ד ְוֶאת־ַהֹחֶ֑שן ְוָאַפְדָתֵ֣ לֶֹּ֔ו ְבחֵּ  9ָהאֵּ

Vayakhel and Pekudei: 

ָקָצָ֖ה  ֶאָחֶּ֔ת מִּ יָעה֙ ָהָֽ ֶֶּ֗לת ַעֵ֣ל ְשַפ֤ת ַהְירִּ ְלֹאֵ֣ת ְתכֵּ ְשַפֵ֣ת ַוַיַ֜עש ֻלָֽ ֤ן ָעָשה֙ בִּ ַבַּמְחָבֶ֑רת כֵּ

ית׃ נִָּֽ ֵ֣יצֹוָנֶּ֔ה ַבַּמְחֶבֶָ֖רת ַהשֵּ יָעֶּ֔ה ַהקִּ  10ַהְירִּ

 
7 Exodus 25:9.  
Exactly as I show you—the pattern of the Tabernacle and the pattern of all its 

furnishings—so shall you make it. 
8 Ibid 25:18. 
 Make two cherubim of gold—make them of hammered work—at the two 

ends of the cover. 
9 Ibid 29:5. 
 Then take the vestments, and clothe Aaron with the tunic, the robe of the 

ephod, the ephod, and the breastpiece, and gird him with the decorated band 
of the ephod. 

10Ibid 36:11. 

 



Sami Gubin 

167 

ֶרת׃  ָ֖י ְקצֶֹּ֥ות ַהַכֹפָֽ ְשנֵּ ְקָשה֙ ָעָשֵ֣ה ֹאָתֶּ֔ם מִּ ָ֖ים ָזָה֑ב מִּ ֶּ֥י ְכֻרבִּ  11ַוַיַּ֛עש ְשנֵּ

ֶּ֔י ָעשֶּ֥ ַאְרָגָמן֙ ְותֹוַלֵַ֣עת ַהָשנִּ ֶ֤לת ְוָהָֽ ן־ַהְתכֵּ ַיֲעשֵּ֞ו ֶאת־ּומִּ ֵ֣ת ַבֹקֶ֑דש ַוָֽ י־ְשָרָ֖ד ְלָשרֵּ ְגדֵּ ּו בִּ

ה.  ָּוֶּ֥ה ְיֹהָוָ֖ה ֶאת־ֹמֶשָֽ ֤י ַהֹקֶ֙דש֙ ֲאֶשֵ֣ר ְלַאֲהֹרֶּ֔ן ַכֲאֶשּ֛ר צִּ ְגדֵּ  12בִּ

While reading this portion of Exodus, one might be confused 

about the repetition. Why was it necessary to spell out all the 

details not just once, but twice? Couldn’t the Torah have simply 

stated, “Bnei Yisrael built it as God had commanded” without 

repeating all the specific details? Taking a moment to address the 

context of these two delineations is crucial to understanding the 

hidden essence behind the Mishkan. In Teruma, God gives Moshe 

the blueprint of the Mishkan, with all of its details in perfect order. 

Later in Vayakhel, Moshe asks Bnei Yisrael for their contributions to 

the Mishkan and calls upon Bezalel to be the master craftsman. For 

the rest of Sefer Shemot, a narration is given about Bezalel’s 

construction of the Mishkan. Moshe’s conversation with God,13 in 

which he receives the original concept of the Mishkan, is by nature 

a divine interaction, a spiritual endeavor. When the nation of Israel 

subsequently carries out the actual creative construction, the 

intense physicality of the Mishkan is highlighted. The Mishkan 

represents the balance of the immense spiritual world which we 

inhabit through prayer and service of Hashem, and the physical 

world where we enjoy beauty and engage in pleasure. The 

 
 They made loops of blue wool on the edge of the outermost cloth of the one 

set, and did the same on the edge of the outermost cloth of the other set: 
11 Ibid 37:7 
 He made two cherubim of gold; he made them of hammered work, at the 

two ends of the cover: 
12 Ibid 39:1 
 Of the blue, purple, and crimson yarns they also made the service vestments 

for officiating in the sanctuary; they made Aaron’s sacral vestments—as  'ה 
had commanded Moses. 

13 Shemot 25:1-2 
ֶּ֥ר  ר׃    ה'ַוְיַדבֵּ  ֶאל־ֹמֶשֶּ֥ה לֵּאֹמָֽ

ְקחָּ֖ו ֶאת־ְתר בֶֹּ֔ו תִּ ְּדֶבֵ֣נּו לִּ יש֙ ֲאֶשֵ֣ר יִּ ֤ת כׇל־אִּ אֵּ ָ֖י ְתרּוָמ֑ה מֵּ ְקחּו־לִּ ֶּ֔ל ְויִּ ְשָראֵּ ֵ֣י יִּ ר֙ ֶאל־ְבנֵּ י ַּדבֵּ  ׃ ּוָמתִָּֽ
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Mishkan embodies the idea that the physicality of our lives 

enhances our service to Hashem and is the ideal method of 

connecting with our Creator and developing our religious 

identity. The harmony of the physical and ethereal experiences in 

our lives mirrors the corporeal and spiritual aspects of the 

Mishkan. There are relevant academic analyses that add meaning 

to the spiritual objects that are used to worship God. This 

essentially is the framework in which we should properly serve 

Hashem and live out our Jewish lives – A moderated approach 

between religiosity and secularism; the modern orthodox 

lifestyle.14  

Beauty in the Mishkan 

Abravanel’s next question is whether one should analyze the 

details of the Mishkan. It seems obvious that these details have 

ornamental and aesthetic reasons, so should we leave it at that or 

look deeper for symbolic significance?  

Beauty in and of itself, even devoid of deeper meaning, is 

profound. “Beauty has traditionally been counted among the 

ultimate values, with goodness, truth, and justice.”15 Therefore, the 

aesthetics of the Mishkan are important on their own merit; the 

exploration of their inner meaning is based on the philosophical 

principle that beauty represents goodness and ultimate morality. 

One associates beauty with valor and virtue, so it is important that 

the Mishkan, which represents the dwelling place of God, the 

ultimate expression of morality, be an externally beautiful place.  

 
14 I believe that Modern Orthodoxy is a balanced approach toward tradition 

and secular subjects, and combining the two leads one to have a fulfilling 
religious experience. We see that this synthesis is possible through 
experimenting with it using the text of the Mishkan.  

15 Sartwell, Crispin. “Beauty.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Stanford 
University, 22 Mar. 2022, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/beauty/.  
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Plotinus, a third century Roman Hellenistic philosopher notes 

that “this is the spirit that Beauty must ever induce: wonderment 

and a delicious trouble, longing and love and a trembling that is 

all delight.”16 This idea mirrors the ahava and yirah (love and awe) 

that we are supposed to experience before God. Bnei Yisrael 

needed such a grand aesthetic display in God’s house, so that they 

would be able to get in touch with their deepest emotions and 

relate to Him appropriately. Their relationship with God would be 

strengthened through the external beauty and detail present in the 

Mishkan.  

Plato argues in his Phaedo17/18 that learning and perception are 

acts of recollection from the eternal soul. Everything one learns 

during their lifetime has been previously acquired and 

internalized by their soul. This is very reminiscent of the Talmudic 

teaching19 that before one is born, an angel comes to them and 

teaches them the whole Torah, and then taps them on their way 

out into this world, causing them to forget it. The message of this 

teaching is exactly what Plato is discussing here: that individuals 

intuitively know the basis of everything they will ever come to 

understand and recognize as truths in their lifetime. This eternal 

soul is why individuals can see beauty around them, recognize it, 

appreciate it, and internalize its meaning. People connect to their 

innate knowledge of beauty. This strengthens the idea of divinely 

requested beauty in the Mishkan, and in the world at large. God 

 
16 The Enneads of Plotinus: Sixth Tractate, Section 4  
17 “Phaedo.” Full Text - PHAEDO - Owl Eyes, 

https://www.owleyes.org/text/phaedo/read/phaedo#root-422752-272.  
18 Plato. “The Theory of Recollection: Immortal Soul Required.” Classical 

Wisdom Weekly, 11 June 2020, 
https://classicalwisdom.com/philosophy/socrates-plato/theory-
recollection-immortal-soul-required/.  

19 Nidda 30b. 
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made objective beauty in the world and imbued His human 

creations with the ability to connect to it, and the desire to use that 

connection as part of their relationship with Him20. The Mishkan 

needed to be beautiful for Bnei Yisrael to be drawn to it and decode 

its messages.  

With all of this, it is incredibly difficult to imagine that all of 

the details regarding the Mishkan have no intrinsic meaning. 

Therefore, Abravanel says, “We have no alternative but to assume 

they have an allegorical meaning over and above their immediate 

literal sense.” The incredible importance of allegory can be seen in 

one of Ezekiel's prophecies21 to Bnei Yisrael. He was admonishing 

the Israelites, who had been easily led astray to idolatry. Ezekiel 

beseeches the sinning people to study every detail of the Mikdash 

and measure it accurately, implying that through this study, Bnei 

Yisrael would understand that they have transgressed against God 

and would be moved to do teshuva and return to God, as the One 

and Only King of the Universe.  

The symbolic explanation of the Mishkan that Abravanel favors 

is that its construction and its furnishings were a method through 

which God could communicate ethical truths and transmit a guide 

to man’s ideal yet practical conduct. For example, the four types 

of materials used in the Mishkan distinguish four types of people: 

the intellectual elite, the workers (tillers of the soil and craftsmen), 

military personnel, and rulers commanding wealth and honor. It 

is important to realize that spiritual perfection does not reside 

within any one of these types of individuals. All of these people 

 
20 This is why hiddur mitzva, beautifying mitzvot and doing one’s utmost to 

procure the most beautiful objects for mitzva observance is a value in the 
Jewish tradition. It shows more respect and desire for the mitzva itself, and 
also allows the ritual performer to engage in a deeper way with their 
religious actions.  

21 Yechezkel 43:10-11. 
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can find happiness through devoting their lives to God and His 

mitzvot. To form Bnei Yisrael into a strong, independent, self-

sufficient community, a variety of members with unique interests 

was critical; everyone must use their different talents effectively 

for the community to succeed.  

The Abravanel declares: “Everything in the Torah is given to 

us so that we can feel inspired and engage with Divine wisdom to 

perfect our souls. Doing so consists in the study of the text and 

deriving the spiritual lessons to be learnt therefrom by student and 

scholar, whether during the time they were performed or 

afterwards. The study of the symbolism in the Mishkan and its 

vessels/appurtenances is as relevant today as it was when it was 

being used. In the same way, the sacrificial rites are not obsolete 

even though their actual physical performance is not feasible. For 

their spiritual lessons remain fresh. Through them man can learn 

humility before God.”  

In contrast to the Abravanel, Rambam (Rabbi Moshe ben 

Maimon), a medieval Sephardic commentator, philosopher, and 

physician, believes that everything has a reason, but it is futile to 

try to figure it out and understand every tiny detail of the mitzvot. 

He believes anyone who tries to do this is “descending to the 

depth of absurdity.”22  

Although Rambam’s opinion is of course a valid position, 

Nechama Leibowitz notes, “The dividing line of whether details 

have meaning or not is a highly personal, subjective one.”23 

 
22 Alec Goldstein. “Terumah 25:31-34.” Maimonides on The Book of Exodus: 

Rambam on Sefer Shemoth, Maimonides Heritage Center, Great Neck, NY, 
2019.  

23 Nechama Leibowitz, translated by Aryeh Newman, “Terumah 4: The 
Menorah” Studies in Shemot (Exodus), Eliner Library, Jerusalem, 1995, pp. 
501.  
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Therefore, each person may decide differently to what extent to 

interpret details included within the text of Chumash. Throughout 

this exploration of the Mishkan, some ideas might seem far-

fetched, but I encourage every reader to connect to whichever 

ideas s/he finds reasonable, recognize that different perspectives 

only add more meaning to the text, and even create his/her own 

ideas based on what has been previously stated.  

Materials in the Mishkan 

The fabrics used as coverings throughout the courtyard and as 

separation curtains in the Kodesh (Sanctum) and Kodesh Kodashim 

(Inner Sanctum) are some of the first materials presented in the 

text. These materials are also featured prominently in the priestly 

garments. There are three types of dyed wool, white linen flax, 

tachash skins, and goat's hair. The dyed wool is separated into 

three types: tola’at shani (a deep red), argaman (purple), and techelet 

(sky-blue). 

Josephus24, a first century Roman-Jewish historian, explains 

that the multiple colors of the Mishkan represent the four basic 

elements of the world – fire, wind, water, and earth. God 

specifically intended tola’at shani to represent fire, linen to 

represent Earth, techelet to represent air, and argaman to represent 

the sea. Connecting the materials in the Mishkan to the basest 

elements of the world, help ground it. Spirituality is interrelated 

with worldliness, and only together can one gain value from both 

aspects of one’s life.  

 
24 Josephus, Wars of the Jews, 5.5.4. 
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Linen 

ֶ֤לת וְ  ֵ֣ש מְׇשָזֶּ֗ר ּוְתכֵּ יֹע֑ת שֵּ ְשָכֶּ֥ן ַתֲעֶשָ֖ה ֶעֵֶ֣שר ְירִּ ּ֛ים ְוֶאת־ַהּמִּ ֶּ֔י ְכֻרבִּ ַאְרָגָמן֙ ְוֹתַלֵַ֣עת ָשנִּ

ם ָ֖ב ַתֲעֶשֶּ֥ה ֹאָתָֽ ֶּ֥ה ֹחשֵּ  25. ַמֲעשֵּ

Shesh is white linen flax. The word shesh is used because there 

were six fibers twisted together to create one strand of fabric. The 

number six is symbolic in other places in Tanach for example, the 

days of Creation. The Mishkan and Creation narratives are 

inextricably intertwined through language similarities26 in both 

texts as well as contextual and symbolic significance. The building 

of the Mishkan was an act that completed the creation of the world. 

Humans are partners with God in creation, and the Mishkan is the 

embodiment of God in the world.   

Since flax is a cultivated plant, it represents the core aspects of 

life: growth, nutrition, respiration, and reproduction. Humans, 

just like plants, are alive and have all the common characteristics 

of life. From this, one can understand that the botany that 

surrounds us has value and should be respected. Hashem created 

it, just as He created us. Therefore, humans should not have a 

superiority complex when it comes to the flora and fauna that 

 
25 Exodus 26:1.  
26 The Universe (Bereishit)  
And God made the sky (1:7); And God made the two large lights (1:16); And 

God made the beasts of the earth (1:25); And God saw all that He had made, 
and behold it was very good (1:31); The heavens and earth and all of their 
array were completed (2:1); And God completed all the work that He had 
done (2:2); And God blessed (2:3); And sanctified it (2:3). 

The Mishkan (Shemot):  
They shall make me a sanctuary (25:8); They shall make an ark (25:9); Make a 

table (25:23); Moses saw all the skilled work and behold they had done it; as 
God commanded it, they had done it (39:43); All the work of the tabernacle 
of the tent of meeting was completed (39:32); And Moses completed the work 
(40:33); And Moses blessed (39:43); And you shall sanctify it and all its 
vessels (40:9). 
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decorate our world. As a natural product, flax symbolizes 

domestication, or man’s dominion over nature, which has 

important religious implications. When Hashem created Adam 

and gave him the first commandments, he stated that Adam 

should become master over the land and work it. Flax, as an early 

domesticated plant, represents an element of completion of the 

human task in the world, when it comes to mastering the natural 

world.  

Linen was a common material of the time,27 making it a 

practical choice for use in the Mishkan. Many of the materials used 

in the construction of the Mishkan were already owned by Bnei 

Yisrael from the time they left Egypt. There was an abundance of 

flax in Ancient Egypt, and Egyptian priests wore only linen 

because flax symbolizes purity.28 The Tanach29 explicitly explains 

the significance of linen when used as clothing; it represents 

righteousness or righteous acts of priests. Put another way, it 

signifies personal holiness and suggests that the person clothed in 

linen is in a condition suitable to approach God. In fact, one of the 

synonyms for a priest is one who "wears the linen ephod."30 

This fabric has a naturally white color. White is considered 

achromatic because it has no natural pigment within it; any white 

object therefore will reflect and scatter light particles. Although 

 
27 “History of Linen Textile.” History of Linen - Origin of Linen Textile, 

http://www.historyofclothing.com/textile-history/history-of-linen/.  
28 Flax Page, 

https://www.ag.ndsu.edu/agnic/flax/textile%20ancient%20egypt.htm#:~
:text=Flax%20was%20considered%20to%20be%20a%20symbol%20of,abrasi
on%20as%20quickly%20if%20made%20from%20Egyptian%20linen.  

29 Ezek. 44:17-18, 1 Sam. 22:18, Lev. 16:4. 
30 “Flax.” Plants of the Bible - ODU Plant Site, 

https://ww2.odu.edu/~lmusselm/plant/bible/flax.php.  
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the Jewish people have been scattered throughout the world for 

many years due to many difficult periods of persecution and exile, 

we have been able to eternalize and spread the values of our 

religion to others around us. We reflect the light of Hashem, 

present in all of our souls, and display it to others whom we 

interact with on a daily basis. White symbolizes purity and the 

wearers of white linen cloth embodied purity. Having white as a 

basis of the embroidery decorating the Mishkan was a grounding 

force. It is important to have this aspect of uncolored pure material 

together with the colored strings. This promotes balance, a 

combination of the ethereal with the grounded. There is an aspect 

of the divine mixed in with the natural colors of the world which 

is essential to recognize.   

Flax fibers are incredibly strong and are also naturally smooth 

and straight. There is an inherent value in following the straight 

path in Judaism, what Rav Saadia Gaon terms derech hayashar.31   

He elaborates upon the principle of derech hayashar by explaining 

that one should always endeavor to increase their positive actions 

and work up to a stronger relationship with Hashem throughout 

their life.  

Linen32 fabric is thicker than other fabrics and is typically very 

long. Due to linen's length and strength, it tends to last for a very 

long time. Longevity in fabrics in the Mishkan has both a practical 

reason and sociological and spiritual lessons one can glean from 

 
 ספרייה שלמה  ׳ר׳ סעדיה גאון האמונות והדעות ג׳:ב 31
32 “Characteristics of Flax/Linen Fiber.” Textile School, 5 May 2019, 

https://www.textileschool.com/2632/linen-fiber-from-flax-plants-and-
the-linen-
fabrics/#:~:text=Physical%20properties%20of%20Flax%2FLinen%20fibers
%201%20Colour%20%E2%80%93,cotton%2C%20slightly%20silky%2012%2
0Abrasion%20resistance%20%E2%80%93%20moderate.  

 

https://library.alhatorah.org/?r1=R._Saadia_Gaon_HaEmunot_VeHaDeiot_3:2
https://library.alhatorah.org/?r1=R._Saadia_Gaon_HaEmunot_VeHaDeiot_3:2
https://library.alhatorah.org/?r1=R._Saadia_Gaon_HaEmunot_VeHaDeiot_3:2
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it. Firstly, throughout travel in the desert, the fabric needed to be 

able to withstand inclement weather, sandstorms, and constant 

wear and tear. Therefore, a strong fabric that lasted for a long time 

was a perfect choice for the temporary traveling sanctuary. The 

lesson one can learn from linen’s longevity, is the longevity of the 

Jewish people. Throughout horrific tragedies, external enemies, 

and internal strife, the Jewish people have survived and continue 

to develop and grow stronger.  

Wool 

ּ֛ים  ְכֻרבִּ ֶּ֔י  ָשנִּ ְוֹתַלֵַ֣עת  ְוַאְרָגָמן֙  ֶ֤לת  ּוְתכֵּ מְׇשָזֶּ֗ר  ֵ֣ש  יֹע֑ת שֵּ ְירִּ ֶעֵֶ֣שר  ַתֲעֶשָ֖ה  ְשָכֶּ֥ן  ְוֶאת־ַהּמִּ

ם ָ֖ב ַתֲעֶשֶּ֥ה ֹאָתָֽ ֶּ֥ה ֹחשֵּ  33. ַמֲעשֵּ

Wool was a meaningful choice for the Mishkan due to its 

properties, such as durability and resistance to dirt and fire,34 

which reflects something unique about the Jewish people. We, too, 

have emerged from fire time and time again. Our history begins 

with the famous midrash35 about Avraham’s miraculously 

emerging unscathed from the kivshan ha’esh, the fiery furnace, into 

which he was thrown because he would not renounce his 

monotheistic beliefs.  After the destruction of the first Temple, 

Hanania, Mishael, and Azaria were thrown into a fire by 

Nebuchadnezzar36 and God miraculously saved them, because 

they refused to bow down to an idol even on threat of imminent 

death.  More recently, there have been the fires of pogroms and of 

the crematoria at Nazi death camps.  Yet, the Jewish faith burns 

brightly and defeats the forces that try to extinguish it. The 

 
33 Exodus 26:1. 
34 Admin. “Wool Fibre - Definition, Properties, Extraction from Animals with 

Videos.” BYJUS, BYJU'S, 28 July 2020, https://byjus.com/chemistry/wool-
fibre/.  

35 Genesis Rabba 38:11. 
36 Daniel 3:19-23. 
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symbolism of fire teaches that the Jewish people are a strong and 

connected people and have the strength to overcome and survive 

the harshest conditions. Although the Jewish people throughout 

history have become weakened (by other nations, committing 

idolatry, and through assimilation), there has been a core group 

unaffected by what goes on around them who continue to feel a 

deep connection with God and practice our religion.  

Sha’atnez  

In both the coverings of the Mishkan and the priestly garments, 

Hashem specifically commanded wool and flax to be combined 

into one. This contradicts His explicit prohibition against sha’atnez 

- mixing these materials together.37 This law is often cited as the 

classic example of a  חוק, a law whose reason we do not 

understand. Rabbeinu Bachaye38/39 explains kabbalistically that 

sha’atnez is prohibited because one should not combine two 

incompatible species together. While as a חוק we cannot truly 

understand the meaning of this law, it appears that the Torah 

allows mixing these materials only in these holy contexts where 

we connect to God. In God’s holy abode, coverings were 

specifically made of sha’atnez. Similarly, the priests who were 

trying to embody God wore sha’atnez during their service in the 

Mishkan. Finally, tzitzit, which are used to help individuals 

 
37 Leviticus 19:19.  
38 Rabbenu Bechaye Vayikra 19:19 
39 Rabbenu Bechaye continues to explain that Kayin and Hevel were a mixture 

of these two disjointed spiritual energies. Kayin brought a flax sacrifice 
whereas Hevel brought a woolen one. God accepts Hevel’s sacrifice and 
Kayin becomes jealous because he believed his sacrifice should be accepted. 
He later kills Hevel, the first example of fratricide in the Tanach. Kayin and 
Hevel represent extremes, and the Jewish people should strive for a middle 
ground, since it isn’t sustainable to live life at either extreme.  
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connect to God, are also an exception to the rule of sha’atnez, and 

contain wool and linen together.  

Both species are good in and of themselves; combining them is 

the issue. It is unnatural for these different elements to come 

together. When too many different energies combine, a person can 

lose focus and become confused about their mission in life. In the 

presence of God, in the Mishkan, the different spiritual energies 

present in flax and wool would be overpowered by the ultimate 

power of God. Since the degree of spirituality was so high in the 

Temple and in the Priests, any contrary energies would be able to 

be peacefully combined.  

Tola’at Shani 

ֶֶ֧לת ְוַאְרָגָמּ֛ן  ָ֖יּוְתכֵּ ים׃ ְותֹוַלֶַּ֥עת ָשנִּ זִָּֽ ֶּ֥ש ְועִּ  40ְושֵּ

Tola’at shani, wool dyed red, is also an animal product. Rav 

Shimson Raphael Hirsch, a nineteenth-century German Rabbi and 

Torah commentator, believes that at a base elemental level, this 

signifies blood, movement, human instinct, and desire.41  It is 

important to blend human nature and even the sometimes-

shameful desires into the most holy gathering place for the Jewish 

people, where they would meet with Hashem. This signifies that 

one does not need to negate his/her humanity and human 

instincts in order to connect with God. Rather, we need to merge 

our humanity with the divine to create a personal relationship 

with God. Living in the modern world, imbibing modern ideas, 

and appreciating culture together with religious practice can enable 

an even greater and more profound relationship with one’s 

Creator.  

 
40 Exodus 25:4. 
41 Rav Shimshon Refael Hirsch on Exodus 25:4. 
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The term tolaat shani comes from the creature from which the 

dye is extracted. The crimson worm, kermes biblicus, creates this 

special dye. The Tosefta (Menachot 9:16) states that the best kind of 

crimson comes from a “mountain worm.” Its color is “neither red 

nor yellow… It is crimson.” Crimson is described as a deep red 

color that some people might consider purple. Josephus42 notes 

that crimson signifies fire. Rav Saadia Gaon,43 a 10th century Torah 

scholar, notes that this red fabric was qirmiz, a byproduct of the 

Kermes insect, a creature that was well known in the Middle East.44 

Its red color stayed vibrant on many fabrics for a long time.  

Interestingly, crimson thread was crucial in purifying people 

and possessions from leprosy. As we see in Vayikra45:  

ֵ֣ץ ֶאֶֶּ֔רז   ֶּ֥ים ַחיָֹ֖ות ְטֹהרֹ֑ות ְועֵּ ֳפרִּ י־צִּ ּ֛ר ְשתֵָּֽ ַטהֵּ ֶּ֔ן ְוָלַקֶ֧ח ַלּמִּ ָּוה֙ ַהֹכהֵּ ֶּ֥י תֹוַלַָ֖עתְוצִּ  ּוְשנִּ
ב ֹזָֽ  ׃ְואֵּ

The priest shall order two live pure birds, cedar wood, crimson 

stuff, and hyssop to be brought for the one to be purified 

ים י־ֶחֶָ֖רש ַעל־ַמֶּ֥ים ַחיִָּֽ פֵֹ֣ור ָהֶאָח֑ת ֶאל־ְכלִּ ֶּ֔ן ְוָשַחָ֖ט ֶאת־ַהצִּ ָּוה֙ ַהֹכהֵּ   ְוצִּ

The priest shall order one of the birds slaughtered over fresh 
water in an earthen vessel; 

ֶּ֥ץ ָהֶאֶּ֛רז ְוֶאת־ ַקֵ֣ח ֹאָתֶּּ֔ה ְוֶאת־עֵּ ַחָיה֙ יִּ ֹפ֤ר ַהָֽ ֶּ֥י ַהתֹוַלַָ֖עתֶאת־ַהצִּ ֹז֑ב ְוָטַבֶׁ֨ל  ְשנִּ ְוֶאת־ָהאֵּ
ֵ֣ת ים  ׀ אֹוָת֜ם ְואֵּ ַחיִָּֽ ם ַהָֽ ֹפֵ֣ר ַהְשֻחָטֶּ֔ה ַעָ֖ל ַהַּמֶּ֥יִּ ַחָיֶּ֗ה ְבַדם֙ ַהצִּ ֹפֵ֣ר ַהָֽ   ׃ַהצִּ

And he shall take the live bird, along with the cedar wood, the 
crimson stuff, and the hyssop, and dip them together with the 

 
42 Ant., 3:183;  
    Wars, 5:213. 
43Exodus 25:4 
  Exodus 26:1 
44 www.fibre2fashion.com. “Art of Insect Dyeing for Textile.” Fibre2Fashion, 

https://www.fibre2fashion.com/industry-article/6914/the-antediluvian-
art-of-insect-dyeing.  

45 Leviticus 14:4-7 
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live bird in the blood of the bird that was slaughtered over the 
freshwater. 

ֵ֣ ֑ים ְוטִּ ן־ַהָצַרַָ֖עת ֶשֵַ֣בע ְפָעמִּ ּ֛ר מִּ ַטהֵּ ָזֶּ֗ה ַעֶ֧ל ַהּמִּ ַחָיָ֖ה ַעל־ְוהִּ ֹפֶּ֥ר ַהָֽ ַלּ֛ח ֶאת־ַהצִּ ֲהרֶֹּ֔ו ְושִּ
ה ֶּ֥י ַהָשֶדָֽ   ׃ְפנֵּ

He shall then sprinkle it seven times on the one to be purified 
of the eruption and effect the purification; and he shall set the 
live bird free in the open country. 

The Kohen was an integral part of this process. It is interesting 

to note that in other cases when the Tanach mentions this scarlet 

thread, the Kohen is also involved. For example, in the case of 

leprosy, one is supposed to learn that Hashem is master over 

nature, as He can mete out divine punishment, and the only cure 

is a religious one46. The Mishkan is the most significant example of 

how Hashem is the true master over the universe, so these cases 

are parallel.  

Argaman47 

ֶֶ֧לת  ים ְוַאְרָגָמּ֛ןּוְתכֵּ זִָּֽ ֶּ֥ש ְועִּ ָ֖י ְושֵּ  48ְותֹוַלֶַּ֥עת ָשנִּ

 
46 www.kiryatmoshe.co.il. “Parshat Meztora - The Essence of Purity” 

KiryatMoshe, 
https://www.kiryatmoshe.co.il/index2.php?id=3827&lang=HEB 

47 The word argaman is made up of five letters: aleph-resh-gimel-mem-nun.  
All Hebrew words have three-letter roots.  Therefore, Ibn Ezra notes that 
words consisting of as atypical a grammatical makeup as argaman must be 
either multiple root words put together or loanwords from another 
language.# Rabbi Dr. Ernest Klein and Dr. Chaim Tawil believe that argaman 
is borrowed from the Akkadian word argamannu. William Foxwell Albright 
notes that argaman is similar to the Hittite and Ugaritic word meaning tribute 
or offering, which makes sense because argaman was an expensive dyed cloth 
that was used in trades and monetary purchases. The Raavad believes that 
argaman comes from the root word arug which means woven. Therefore 
argaman was a woven fabric that had multiple colors intertwined within it. 

48 Exodus 25:4. 
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Argaman, wool dyed purple, is the next important fabric in the 

Mishkan. It is based on the red family, but is a more purple color, 

which signifies nobility and royalty. This is a more sophisticated 

level of life from the base animalistic red existence. The Midrash49 

notes that argaman was similar to the gold of the kapporet which 

had a reddish color.50 The Zohar51 sees argaman as a red color that 

incorporates within it a series of shades and hues.  The Midrash 

Bamidbar Rabba52 explains that argaman relates to the sun, which 

prepares different forms of sustenance. Oreg is the root of argaman, 

which can be seen as a compound word meaning “weaves 

different forms of manna,” which are substances. Weaving can 

also refer to God, who weaves together the world and makes each 

species unique and imbues everything with His spirit.  

Humans have a unique ability to master their instincts and 

desires to become a more noble animal. An internal moral 

compass guides us all and allows us to make choices in our life 

that control our desires. 

Argaman is used multiple times throughout Tanach, connoting 

royalty each time. The most common occurrence of argaman other 

than the Mishkan is in the palace of Achashverosh and in 

Mordechai’s clothes after his reward from the king. There is an 

interesting inverse parallel between Achashverosh’s palace and 

the Mishkan. Achashverosh’s palace was full of hedonism and 

lacked recognition of any higher power. Ostentatious details of the 

palace are spelled out in the first chapter of Esther when 

describing the setting of Ashahverosh’s party. Beautiful carpets in 

all the colors of the Mishkan, marble sculptures, golden and silver 

 
49 Shir Hashirim Rabba 3:16. 
50 Yoma 45a. 
51 Idra Rabba 141b. 
52 Bamidbar Rabba 12:4. 
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couches, and opulent goblets are all specified. Textually, it seems 

like the only individuals who were being worshiped were the king 

and the guests of the party themselves. Masechet Megilla53 points 

out that Achashverosh used some of the vessels from the Beit 

Hamikdash and wore the clothes of the Kohen Gadol at his party. 

This intense example of physicality, immorality, and self-

indulgence is the exact opposite of what the Mishkan is supposed 

to represent.  It is described in a similar way and involves similar 

colors and materials as the Mishkan to highlight the fact that 

Achashverosh’s palace and the worship that took place there was 

the direct inverse of the Mishkan.  The Mishkan uses ornate details 

and rich materials to inspire one to connect with the greatness of 

God and honor God with our utmost; the beauty of the Mishkan 

should inspire awe in all who come upon it. In direct contrast, the 

beauty in the palace of Achashverosh symbolizes greed and 

human desire with no limits, causing its beauty to be tainted.  

Techelet 
ים54 זִָּֽ ֶּ֥ש ְועִּ ָ֖י ְושֵּ ֶֶ֧לת ְוַאְרָגָמּ֛ן ְותֹוַלֶַּ֥עת שָ נִּ  ּוְתכֵּ

 Techelet, wool dyed blue, is an extremely rare color, hard 

to extract and to create. It is the color of the sky and the sea. The 

Gemara55 tells us that techelet dye comes from the chilazon. After 

much research,56 the chilazon was finally identified as the Murex 

Trunculus snail. There are those that still believe that the source for 

techelet has not been identified or will not be identified until the 

 
53 Masechet Megilla 12a 
54 Exodus 25:4. 
55 Menachot 44a. 
56 Understanding the Criteria for the Chilazon, 

https://www.tekhelet.com/pdf/mendel.htm.  
“The Mystical Turquoise Colored Snail Fish.” Midreshet B'erot Bat Ayin, 18 

June 2020, https://www.berotbatayin.org/the-mystical-turquoise-colored-
snail-fish/.  
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days of Moshiach. Once the dye is extracted from the gland of the 

snail, it must be placed in the sun in order for the color to truly 

cure and become as strong and vibrant as it should be.  

From this, we can learn an important lesson about our 

experience as Jewish people. We do not reach the peak of our 

religious lives immediately; doing so requires immense work and 

oftentimes periods of struggle. The Jewish people have been “left 

out to dry in the sun” time and again throughout our history, and 

every single time, we have come back stronger as a people and 

with renewed energy and pride in ourselves and our history.  

Techelet represents the divine elements within man, created in 

the image of God.  As Dr. Baruch Sterman, founder of the Ptil 

Tekhelet Association and author of The Rarest Blue, stated: “To the 

ancient Israelites, however, these dyes possessed a holiness not by 

imperial fiat but because God Himself commanded their use in His 

worship.”57 Since techelet is so difficult to make, it also represents 

the deepest potential of a person. This potential to connect with 

God and become a spiritual person in a physical world is 

incredibly difficult to actualize but can be achieved with intense 

effort throughout our lives.  

Techelet is a deep blue color that is present in the Mishkan, 

priestly garments, and tzitzit. It is the only color in the Mishkan that 

appears in ritual garments other than those worn by the priests, as 

techelet was once common amongst Jews in Israel for tzitzit. During 

Roman times, the production of techelet ceased and its recipe was 

seemingly lost for eternity; however, a group of Jews recently 

invested much research and effort to rediscover techelet and make 

 
57 Sterman, Baruch, and Judy Taubes Sterman. The Rarest Blue: The Remarkable 

Story of an Ancient Color Lost to History and Rediscovered, Ptil Tekhelet, 
Jerusalem, 2017, pp. 9–10.  
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it accessible to Bnei Yisrael to use in their tzitzit once again58. 

Techelet is colloquially referred to as indigo. Multiple Rabbinic 

sources (Menachot 43b, Sota 17a, Chullin 89a, Bamidbar Rabba 4:13 

and 17:5) explain that techelet is similar to the throne of glory. Since 

we do not and cannot know what color the throne of glory is, one 

must assume that the value and holiness of this color is where the 

comparison is accurately drawn. To visualize the throne of glory, 

one sees the color of techelet, since this color gives off a distinct aura 

of holiness.  

Mishna Zeraim 1:2 explains that techelet represents equilibrium 

because it is a shade between white and black, day and evening. 

Once again, this alludes to one of the central ideas in Judaism that 

we should strive for balance in all areas of our lives.  

According to some, blue symbolizes wisdom, introspection, 

and serenity. It represents something unchanging and constant59.  

Therefore, it makes a lot of sense for this color to represent God, 

who is obviously unchanging and a constant force in our lives.  We 

are commanded to remember Him every day through tzitzit with 

a ptil techelet,60 and in the Mishkan with techelet interwoven. The 

Kohen Gadol needed to wear techelet to symbolize stability in his 

 
  .Thelibrary.tekhelet.com - שלוש הערות בעניין תכלת 58
https://thelibrary.tekhelet.com/uploads/%D7%90%D7%9C%D7%99%D7%

A6%D7%95%D7%A8.pdf.  
Tekhelet – Threads of Reason. 

https://www.tekhelet.com/pdf/TekheletThreadsOfReason.pdf.  
A Modern Miracle - Rediscovery of “Blue” Dye for Tallit Tassels 

https://www.tekhelet.com/pdf/0160.pdf 
A Brief History on the Rediscovery of Techeiles 

https://thelibrary.tekhelet.com/uploads/Book_6_17_20_WEB_p26.pdf 
59 “Finally, Color Explained by an Expert in a Way That Everyone Can 

Understand.” Sensational Color, 
https://www.sensationalcolor.com/meaning-of-blue.  

60 Numbers 15:38 
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position, and stability in his relationship with God. This color was 

calming to the people and allowed the Kohen to engage in higher 

levels of spirituality within himself and his worship.  

Today, the tzitzit that every Jewish man is commanded to wear 

represents an eternal connection with Hashem.61 When we go 

about our daily activities, there is a constant reminder of God’s 

presence with us.  

The tzitzit fringes were a means of elongating the hem of the 

clothing. Jacob Milgrom, prominent American bible scholar, 

discusses that in Ancient Near-Eastern cultures, longer cloaks 

signified someone’s higher social status. Since all Jewish men, rich 

and poor alike, are commanded to wear tzitzit, this reflects the 

ideal of equality amongst individuals in our religion.  Milgrom62 

states:  

“The tzitzit are the epitome of the democratic thrust within 
Judaism, which equalizes not by leveling but by elevating. All 
of Israel is enjoined to become a nation of priests… tzitzit is not 
restricted to Israel’s leaders, be they kings, rabbis, or scholars. 
It is the uniform of all Israel.”  

Menachot 43b notes that wearers of tzitzit are constantly reminded 

of the Shema, and therefore are always conscious of their 

subservience to God. Every time they glance down at their fringes, 

they are submitting to the yoke of Heaven. The Sifrei (Numbers 115) 

notes that anyone who performs the mitzva of tzitzit is considered 

as if he has met with the Shechina, since techelet is the color of the 

sea and sky, and the sky is the location of the Divine throne. The 

purpose of the Mishkan – for the Shechina to dwell amongst the 

people, can be actualized in modern times through individuals 

 
61 Numbers 15:37-41 & Deuteronomy 22:12. 
62 J. Milgrom, “The Tassel and the Tallit,” The Fourth Annual Rabbi Louis 

Feinberg Memorial Lecture (University of Cincinnati, 1981). 



Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal 

186 

wearing tzitzit and through individuals creating personal 

relationships with God through prayer. Thus, tzitzit can serve as a 

microcosm for the way Hashem has changed His relationship with 

Bnei Yisrael after the destruction of the Temple, through personal 

prayer and individual connection.  

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, Rosh Yeshiva of Yeshivat Har 

Etzion,63 when discussing the importance of tzitzit, engages in a 

larger discussion about clothing in general. The import of clothing 

has been debated by two schools of philosophers, the Romantics 

and the Humanists. The Romantics believed clothing was 

unnecessary, because it implies restriction, and restriction stifles 

spontaneity and individuality.  In contrast, Humanists believe 

clothing is crucial to human expression. They idolize the human 

as creator and master over his own world, while recognizing that 

human nature and its concurrent desires sometimes need to be 

restricted. Humanity’s eviction from the Garden of Eden 

represented a new state in human existence, where clothing is 

necessary and ideal.  

The Jewish approach to clothing lies midway between the 

Romantics and the Humanists. Judaism does not believe that 

humans should live exactly how they please without any 

restrictions, because that would be utter hedonism, with no 

morality or care for other people. Nor does Judaism believe that 

clothing dehumanizes or takes away one’s individuality. The way 

we dress is supposed to affect our moral compass and guide our 

actions for good. “Clothing is important as a symbol of our 

participation in society, which we can use to elevate man and draw 

 
63 Harav Aharon Lichtenstein, “The Significance of Tzitzit,” Yeshivat Har 

Etzion, 25 March 2018, https://www.etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-
Bamidbar/parashat-shelach/significance-tzitzit.  
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him closer to God64.” Judaism understands that people’s status in 

society, as well as their interests, predilections, religious 

affiliation, and more are expressed and perceived through the 

clothes they choose to wear.  However, Judaism simultaneously 

recognizes that man is not the be all and end all of the universe. 

Man is under the direct guidance of God, and therefore is 

responsible to a higher power. Everything we do in our lifetime, 

should allow us to better our relationship with our Creator, the 

true master of the universe.  

As a religious garment, tzitzit personifies this philosophy of 

clothing. Tzitzit must be attached to the corners of all four-

cornered garments. They cement our role as servants of Hashem. 

They elevate mundane pieces of cloth into a vehicle for avodat 

Hashem. Our clothing which represents our role in society allows 

us to create the society which the Torah instructs us to create, and 

therefore come closer to God in the process.  

Interwoven Fabrics/Clothing 

ּ֛ים  ְכֻרבִּ ֶּ֔י  ָשנִּ ְוֹתַלֵַ֣עת  ְוַאְרָגָמן֙  ֶ֤לת  ּוְתכֵּ מְׇשָזֶּ֗ר  ֵ֣ש  יֹע֑ת שֵּ ְירִּ ֶעֵֶ֣שר  ַתֲעֶשָ֖ה  ְשָכֶּ֥ן  ְוֶאת־ַהּמִּ

ם׃ ָ֖ב ַתֲעֶשֶּ֥ה ֹאָתָֽ ֶּ֥ה ֹחשֵּ  65ַמֲעשֵּ

Fabrics were woven together to make the curtains for the 

Mishkan, the screens that covered the entranceways, and the 

clothes of the Kohen Gadol. These interwoven fabrics are 

reminiscent of the covenant of the rainbow at the end of the Noah 

story, due to their colors all mixing together to create the 

semblance of a magnificent rainbow. When God recreates the 

world and creates a new covenant with humanity, He uses the 

 
64 Harav Aharon Lichtenstein, “The Significance of Tzitzit.” Yeshivat Har 

Etzion, 25 March 2018, https://www.etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-
Bamidbar/parashat-shelach/significance-tzitzit.  

 
65 Exodus 26:1. 
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rainbow as a sign. The important difference between the pre-flood 

world and the post-flood world was that after the flood, humanity 

was given permission to eat meat and become more dominant 

over the animals. The new post-flood world is man’s world, where 

humanity possesses more rights and consequently more 

responsibilities as well. God promises not to flood the world again 

because the world’s success or failure is now in human hands. God 

will not actively intervene anymore if the world is not going 

according to His plan. 

A rainbow is a single beam of white light broken into its 

constituent parts. Rainbows are created out of water droplets. This 

is extremely significant at the end of the Noah story because the 

very agent of utter destruction becomes the symbol of peace in a 

new world. The world’s complexity emanates from God, a single 

unified Being. He sees the large, sweeping unity in the world, 

whereas humans live in a finite world separated into its parts. Part 

of humanity’s purpose in this world is to recreate the original 

unity, through synthesizing our different perspectives.  

All the colors have a place in the rainbow. Every single person 

has a place in God’s world and has a crucial mission to fulfill 

throughout his or her life. The colors of the rainbow represent 

man’s dominion over earth. This seemingly contradicts the 

Mishkan, which represents God’s dominion, but it is important to 

note that these fabrics surround the Mishkan at the periphery. 

Man’s dominion stops at the walls and boundaries of the Mishkan 

because we have no power inside it. The physical world is man’s 

dominion, but the sacred space of the Mishkan is completely 

spiritual, a place of God. We are allowed to inhabit the place of 

God from the sidelines because we do not want to interfere or 

inhibit God in any which way. Humans are not at the center, rather 

we are at the periphery. 
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This idea fosters humility, a valued character trait in Judaism66. 

The knowledge that we are created in God’s image and that we are 

the Chosen People with whom God wants a special relationship 

can potentially make us arrogant, and unfortunately can also lead 

to interdenominational and interreligious resentment.  Placing the 

multicolored fabrics of the Mishkan at its periphery can help 

remind us that we have a privilege but also a responsibility, 

helping us maintain a balanced perspective. We need to recognize 

our potential for greatness while also accepting our smallness. To 

properly serve God, we need to contextualize our place within the 

world. If we want God to dwell within us, we need to let go of our 

self-importance.  

Priestly Garments 

ֶרת׃   ְפָאָֽ ֑יָך ְלָכבָֹ֖וד ּוְלתִּ י־ֹקֶָ֖דש ְלַאֲהֹרֵ֣ן ָאחִּ ְגדֵּ ֶּ֥יָת בִּ  67ְוָעשִּ

There are forty verses that explain in explicit detail how the 

priestly garments were to be created. These garments are not 

merely clothes; rather, they imbue their wearer with their priestly 

abilities. If the priests engage in Temple service without wearing 

their garments, they are liable to death. Rabbi Moshe ben 

Nachman (Ramban), an early Spanish commentator and 

philosopher, explains that the garments served to enhance the 

dignity and prestige of the wearer and his sacred office in the eyes 

of the people.68 This explanation makes sense; however, it does not 

explain the multitude of details regarding the garments, their 

stitching, and their decorations.  

The Talmud says on Zevachim 17b that while the Kohanim are 

clothed in their garments, they are clothed in the priesthood, but 

 
66 Avoda Zara 20b; Proverbs 22:4. 
67 Exodus 28:2. 
68 Ibid. 
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when they are not wearing the garments, the priesthood is not 

upon them. Since these garments wielded a lot of power, an 

important lesson one can learn from this is that similarly our 

clothes have intense power. Individuals can speculate about 

others and potentially misconstrue information due to the clothes 

one is wearing. The idea of the priests’ not having power without 

their garments strengthens the crucial character trait of humility 

in Judaism which everyone should strive to embody, and brings 

the priests down a notch, back to the level of normal Israelites, so 

they wouldn’t abuse their power.  

Benno Jacob, a German rabbi and Bible scholar, quoted by 

Nechama Leibowitz in her book, explains69 that the status of 

individuals is portrayed through their choice of attire. Therefore, 

the priests were given special garments for splendor and beauty. 

The High Priest would wear all white on Yom Kippur upon his 

entry into the Holy of Holies because he wanted to exemplify 

purity and the light of God. He is compared to the angel of the 

Lord when he wears these garments. Clothing is the essence of 

human dignity, whereas nakedness denotes an animal. The 

nakedness of humans symbolizes immorality. This is why the 

most heinous actions in the Tanach are referred to as gilui arayot 

(uncovering of nakedness, i.e., sexual immorality). Benno Jacob 

continues, “The fact that the Lord himself gave Adam and Eve 

garments and clothed them indicates that clothing is not just a 

social convention but an extension of the work of creation, a kind 

of second skin given to man, a nobler material encasement. 

Fittingly did Rabbi Meir write70 when he wished to liken man to 

his Maker “garments of light” since the Holy One Blessed Be He 

 
69 Nechama Leibowitz, translated by Aryeh Newman, “Tetzaveh 2: The Priestly 

Garments .” Studies in Shemot (Exodus), Eliner Library, Jerusalem, 1995, pp. 
528. 

70 Bereishit Rabba 20. 
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is described as girding Himself with light.” Humans are not 

comfortable walking around naked. Rather, they walk around 

with clothes that Hashem has given to them. Taking this 

comparison to the Temple, humans are priests in the Temple of 

nature. The Kohanim change out of their weekday uniforms when 

they work in the Temple. The service in the Temple is not part of 

weekday routine; it is not spontaneous “natural” activity but 

planned and deliberate. Therefore, it stands to reason that 

everything that related to Temple service needed to be specifically 

and divinely ordained exactly the way God wanted it, so humans 

could learn a lesson and fulfill their purpose in the world.  Every 

single one of these garments was artfully designed and had 

immense physical beauty to them. With this physical beauty came 

inherent spirituality as well due to them being a direct object of 

God’s instruction. The garments have a certain holiness that 

sanctifies the people that come in contact with them; they serve as 

continuous reminders to their wearers that they are standing in 

Divine service. 

The Malbim71 (Meir Leibush ben Yehiel Michel Wisser), a 

Russian Bible commentator, relates that from the priestly 

garments, individuals understand that the priests were not perfect 

people. Everyone knew what each garment was meant to atone 

for, therefore when Bnei Yisrael saw their emissaries wearing a 

uniform imbued with the spirit of teshuva, they understood that 

their Kohanim were engaged constantly in a process of self-

reflection and betterment. Each day the Kohanim wore their unique 

garments, they needed to put themselves in the appropriate 

mindset to serve Hashem. They needed to adorn themselves with 

noble qualities, which are the vestments of the soul. God 

commanded Moshe to create the holy garments for Temple 

 
71 Exodus 28:2 
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service, so the Kohanim would understand that they needed to 

improve their inner selves as well. They would only be fit to serve 

in the Temple and don the holy garments when they themselves 

were holy people. There are two valuable messages one can glean 

from this. First, individuals should recognize that people in power 

are not infallible as they might like us to believe they are. 

Understanding that leaders are flawed helps maintain a healthy 

power dynamic in society. Hashem did not want Bnei Yisrael to 

believe that the priests were perfect people. Rather, He wanted 

Bnei Yisrael to see the work that the Kohanim invested in improving 

themselves, signified through their holy garments, and therefore 

the Israelites would be able to better relate to their leaders and 

emulate them in their daily lives. 

Rabbi David Etengoff, a contemporary scholar, writes: 

“There is a special aspect of humility that is indispensable to 
positions of power. One’s authority comes not from within, but 
from without. God wanted the Kohen Gadol to realize that he 
was undeserving of his position. When he wore his “uniform,” 
the Kohen Gadol recognized that he filled his role not due to his 
own merits – which were insufficient for anyone to assume 
such a high office. The same was true of the king; without the 
donning of the royal garments, he would not have the 
authority to act as king. [Given the honor and glory of the 
bigdei Kohen Gadol, ]…arrogance and an overweening sense of 
self-importance could easily have become implanted in 
Aaron’s heart and mind, since he was different in kind and 
degree from all the other Kohanim and uniquely chosen by 
Hashem. As our Sages never tired of teaching, arrogance is a 
negative behavioral trait from which few people can be saved. 
This, then, was the precise reason why Aaron needed the 
holiness of these garments (kedushat habegadim) – in order that 
they should save him from the sin of conceit and haughtiness 
and ensure that arrogance would not become part of his 
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personality…since, [after all, ] they were the clothing of 

kings…”72 

Considering the Kohen’s role as representative and conduit for 

Bnei Yisrael to God, it makes sense that all of his garments would 

atone for certain sins of Israel. The Talmud in Zevachim 88b73 

teaches that just as the offerings facilitate an atonement for sin, so 

do the priestly garments. The Kohen is supposed to think about 

this while he is wearing the priestly garments throughout his 

service. Part of his job is to make atonement and rectify spirituality 

for all of humanity, while thinking about himself as well.  

The Rabbis explain that because the priestly garments are made 

for honor and beauty, לכבוד ולתפארת, we learn that they must be 

new and dignified; if the garments are soiled, stained, or ripped, 

the priests are forbidden from doing their service, and service 

done in this way is invalidated. Part of the inherent honor and 

beauty in these garments are their exact measurements. Each 

Kohen is measured so that the clothing will not be too tight or too 

loose, with unseemly gaps between the clothing and the Kohen’s 

body. When the clothing becomes unusable or non-washable, they 

are shredded and used in other contexts in the Mishkan: tunics are 

used to make the wicks for the menorah, belts and pants for wicks 

 
72 The Garments of the Kohen Gadol Their Meaning and Significance. 

https://www.reparashathashavuah.org/uploads/5/9/9/8/5998108/paras
hat_tetzaveh_5777_2017.pdf.  

ואמר רבי עיניני בר ששון למה נסמכה פרשת קרבנות לפרשת בגדי כהונה   73
לומר לך מה קרבנות מכפרין אף בגדי כהונה מכפרין, כתונת מכפרת על שפיכות  

ו לא(  לז,  )בראשית  שנאמר  בדם  דם  הכתנת  את  ויטבלו  עזים  שעיר  ישחטו 
מכנסים מכפרת על גילוי עריות שנאמר )שמות כח, מב( ועשה להם מכנסי בד 
]לכסות )את( בשר ערוה[ מצנפת מכפרת על גסי הרוח מנין אמר רבי חנינא יבא  
דבר שבגובה ויכפר על גובה, אבנט מכפר על הרהור הלב ' היכא דאיתיה חושן  

א' )שמות כח, טו( ועשית חושן משפט אפוד מכפר על עבודת מכפר על הדינין שנ
כוכבים שנאמר )הושע ג, ד( אין אפוד ותרפים, מעיל מכפר על לשון הרע מנין 
א"ר חנינא יבא דבר שבקול ויכפר על קול הרע וציץ מכפר על עזות פנים בציץ 

ומצח    כתיב )שמות כח, לח( והיה על מצח אהרן ובעזות פנים כתיב )ירמיהו ג, ג(
 אשה זונה היה לך.
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for the oil lamps and for the festival of water during Sukkot. When 

the Kohen Gadol’s clothing becomes unusable, it is not destroyed; 

rather, it is buried, so no other person can ever wear it. 

Rav Soloveitchick explains:  

The dignity of man lies in his dress. Dignity, unlike any other 
capability, must be planted into a person. If dignity is not part 
of his educational process, he will never possess it; dignity 
does not come on its own. In a king or ruler, personal 
capabilities, or the lack of them, often go unnoticed. However, 
lack of dignity is noticed, and a ruler that exhibits it is punished 
by the people. Clothing is an expression not of the intellect, but 
of the dignity of man, and uniforms imply that those donning 
them are specially selected by the people and are given certain 

privileges that others do not receive.74 

The priestly garments were made with wisdom and 

understanding, as they needed to follow God's commandments 

exactly. When these garments were created, they needed to be 

made with the specific kavana (intention) of being made to fulfill 

God's commandment. The garments were not sewn, but rather 

woven of one piece. This can teach us that although our life may 

take many different directions, there are no dichotomies of the self; 

each of us is one integrated person with one goal: having a positive 

relationship with Hashem through all the channels of our life and 

weaving all areas of our life together with this overarching desire 

in mind.  

There are three categories of priestly garments. First, the High 

Priest’s all-year-round uniform consisted of eight special 

garments, as it says in Shemot 28:4:  

 
74 The Garments of the Kohen Gadol Their Meaning and Significance. 

https://www.reparashathashavuah.org/uploads/5/9/9/8/5998108/paras
hat_tetzaveh_5777_2017.pdf.  
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֑ט  ְצֶנֵֶ֣פת ְוַאְבנֵּ ָ֖ץ מִּ ֶּ֔יל ּוְכֹתֶֶּ֥נת ַתְשבֵּ פֹוד֙ ּוְמעִּ ַיֲעשֶּּ֗ו ֹחֶ֤שן ְואֵּ ֜ים ֲאֶשֵ֣ר  ַהְבָגדִּ ֶֶׁ֨לה  ְואֵּ
י׃  ּ֛יָך ּוְלָבָנָ֖יו ְלַכֲהנֹו־לִָּֽ י־ֹקֶ֜דש ְלַאֲהֹרֶּ֥ן ָאחִּ ְגדֵּ  ְוָעשֶּׁ֨ו בִּ

These are the garments that you shall make: choshen 
(breastplate), ephod (apron), me’il (robe), ketonet (tunic), 
mitznefet (turban), avnet (sash).  In addition, the Kohen Gadol 
would wear a special tzitz (headband) as well as michnasayim 
(pants).  

The Kohen Gadol on Yom Kippur would wear only the four white 

garments that every kohen wore: tunic, pants, turban, and belt, his 

wardrobe simplified to reflect the spiritual nature of the day and 

the elevated purity he needed to put into his service. All of these 

clothes were made out of white flax, a strand of six threads woven 

together. After he finishes his service, the clothes are hidden.  

Five different materials were used in the four garments that 

were special for the Kohen Gadol: gold, techelet - sky blue wool, 

argaman - purple wool, tola’at shani - crimson wool, and shesh - 

twisted linen.   

Gold, quite obviously, has immense monetary significance and 

royal overtones. The gold in the Mishkan was one of the treasures 

that Bnei Yisrael acquired from the Egyptians. The word zahav 

means to shimmer or shine. Gold is dense, soft, malleable, and 

ductile. It is not a very reactive element and is solid under normal 

conditions. It typically is found in small deposits in the ground. 

The paradox that gold is both heavy, yet having its form easily 

changed, is significant in Judaism, because our halachic system 

and moral values hold steady even though we constantly are 

forced to move from place to place due to persecution. The Jewish 

tradition remains solid and steadfast even when it is tested.  

Continuing from this premise, it makes complete sense that the 

building of the Mishkan itself, many of its vessels and coverings, 

and the clothing its Kohanim wore were made from this substance. 

The idea that the priests were representatives of atonement for 
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Bnei Yisrael, and used this material, disgraced by the sin of the 

golden calf, for ultimate holiness demonstrates the paradigm for 

teshuva and forgiveness that was present within the Mishkan.  

There are some exegetes who believe the Mishkan was an 

atonement for the Golden Calf. Sforno75 believes the Mishkan was 

b’dieved, a compromise that was necessary in an imperfect world. 

Bnei Yisrael were unable to handle moving from the extreme of 

tactile idolatry to the other extreme of an abstract and cerebral 

relationship with an unimaginable God. When Moshe, who served 

as the conduit between Bnei Yisrael and Hashem, was not in the 

people’s presence, everyone panicked and went back to their roots 

by creating an idol. The psychological need that was uncovered 

throughout these events allows the reader to understand how 

consequential the Mishkan would be for the rest of the time in the 

desert. This proved how desperately Bnei Yisrael needed 

something that would represent God that they could always see 

and connect to. Rambam explains that Bnei Yisrael ideally would 

not have needed the Mishkan; rather they would have had the 

wherewithal to wait until reaching Eretz Yisrael to build their 

permanent Mikdash. The temporary Mishkan was what they 

needed at the moment, ultimately fulfilling God's desire to be with 

the people, but they shouldn’t have needed it, and rather waited 

until they reached their destiny to actualize God’s presence in their 

lives.  
Ephod 

ֶֶׁ֨לת ְוַאְרָגָמ֜ן ת ֹפ֑ד ָזָָ֠הָ֠ב ְתכֵּ ב׃ְוָעשָּ֖ו ֶאת־ָהאֵּ ֶּ֥ה ֹחשֵָּֽ ֶּ֥ש מְׇשָזָ֖ר ַמֲעשֵּ ּ֛י ְושֵּ  76ֹוַלֶַ֧עת ָשנִּ

The ephod was made out of all five special materials. Rashi 

explains that the gold was beaten into thin plates, and strands 

 
75 Exodus 25:8. 
76 Exodus 28:6.  
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were taken from it to be twisted with the strands of colored wool. 

Six threads of turquoise wool were added to one golden strand, as 

with the purple, red, and linen. All of these threads together 

totaled 28-fold embroidery. The gematria (numerical equivalent) of 

28, is equal to koach, the word for strength. Hashem is described 

many times throughout Tanach as possessing koach and gevura. 

Therefore, it is fitting for His home to have koach embedded within 

it through the fabrics themselves. The fabric’s design was part of 

the weave, and the design on the inside and outside of the fabric 

are not the same.  

The ephod (apron) was worn in the back on top of the other 

garments and had a long belt in the front opposite the heart. There 

are two shoulder straps sewn onto the belt and two shoham (onyx) 

stones affixed to them. Two gold square settings were under the 

shoham stones with golden chains attached to the golden hooks in 

the rings of the breastplate, to keep the breastplate on the ephod. 

The names of the twelve tribes were etched into the stones, and 

they were entitled זכרון  remembrance stones.77 When the ,אבני 

Kohen Gadol entered the sanctuary in the ephod, Hashem saw all the 

tribes of Israel placed upon him and wanted to have mercy on His 

people, therefore the ephod led to increasing Israel’s sustenance 

and material welfare. In addition, the Gemara in Arachin 16a says 

that the ephod atones for bloodshed and idolatry because these sins 

are committed by the physical body. Murder and idolatry are 

active sins, that if committed will cause Israel’s material 

sustenance to cease. The relationship between the positive result 

of the ephod, and the sins it atones for is a direct one.  

 
77 Ibid 28:12. 
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Belt 

ְותֹוַלֶּ֥עַ  ְוַאְרָגָמּ֛ן  ֶֶ֧לת  ְתכֵּ ָזָהֶּ֗ב  ְהֶי֑ה  יִּ ֶּמֵ֣נּו  מִּ ָ֖הּו  ְכַמֲעשֵּ ָעָלֶּ֔יו  ֲאֶשֵ֣ר  ֲאֻפָּדתֹו֙  ֶ֤שב  ָ֖י  ְוחֵּ ָשנִּ ת 

ר׃  ֶּ֥ש מְׇשָזָֽ  78ְושֵּ

The belt was woven the entire length of the ephod’s hem. It 

atones for sins of the heart. The belt is a crucial element of the 

Kohen Gadol’s outfit because it separates the upper and lower 

portions of his body. Amos 4:12 states that one must prepare to 

meet their God, and part of this process is understood to be the 

separation between the upper and lower parts of the body, ideally 

with a belt, according to the Shulchan Aruch79 and Mishnah 

Berurah.80 The separation between halves of the body relates to the 

self-control one has. The top half of the body is governed by the 

brain and its intellectual pursuits, whereas the lower half of the 

body is governed by base animal instincts. When engaged in ritual 

and calling out the name of God, one aspires to rid himself of his 

animal instincts and purely focus on his divinely inspired human 

intellect. By separating the halves of the body and allowing oneself 

to focus on their upper organs such as the heart and brain, the 

Kohen would be able to properly atone for sins of the heart – 

emotional sins, such as jealousy, perhaps.  

Breastplate 

ְוַאְרָגָמ֜ן  ֶֶׁ֨לת  ְתכֵּ ָזָָ֠הָ֠ב  ַתֲעֶש֑נּו  ֹפָ֖ד  אֵּ ֶּ֥ה  ְכַמֲעשֵּ ֶּ֔ב  ֹחשֵּ ֵ֣ה  ַמֲעשֵּ ְשָפט֙  מִּ ֹחֶ֤שן  ֜יָת  ְוָעשִּ

ֶּ֥ש  ּ֛י ְושֵּ וְותֹוַלֶַ֧עת ָשנִּ  81ֹ׃מְׇשָזָ֖ר ַתֲעֶשֶּ֥ה ֹאתָֽ

The breastplate was called the choshen mishpat (breastplate of 

judgment/decision). It was made of all five materials. It was 

square and worn over the heart because it had a special role in 

 
78 Ibid 28:8. 
79 Orach Chayim 91:2. 
80 Ibid 91:5. 
81 Exodus 28:15  
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helping make certain important decisions. The perfect square 

shape of the breastplate is significant because it symbolizes utter 

flawlessness. God’s decisions that emanated from this breastplate 

were impeccable and always correct, regardless of whether 

humans were able to understand why at the time. 

The breastplate had a patterned brocade like the ephod, made 

again of all five special materials. The choshen was set with four 

rows of small square stones in braided gold. It had twelve stones, 

each with the name of the one of the twelve tribes spelled out on 

it. The names were not written with ink or engraved with a metal 

tool; rather, they were carved by a worm called a shamir. There are 

various translations for the setting stones, because it is very 

difficult to understand the true identity of the gemstones. 

Rabbi Yehuda Altein, a contemporary Rabbi, writes: 

 Gemstones are inanimate matter, yet they shine and impart 
radiance. The stones of the breastplate thus empowered the 
Jews to refine their coarse animalistic souls and make them 
shine. Similarly, words of prayer may on their own be 
“inanimate,” but through imbuing them with feeling, each 
word becomes a dazzling gem. As we have seen, the specific 
stones reflect each tribe’s unique character. This highlights 
how each individual is distinct and, through employing the 
appropriate effort, can reach the heights of his or her unique 

potential.”82 

Bamidbar Rabba 2:7 states that each tribe’s stone on the 

breastplate paralleled the color of its flag. Reuven’s name was on 

the odem, translated as a red ruby. Red can represent the dudaim, a 

red flower that Reuven picked for his mother, Leah, to help in her 

 
82The High Priest’s Breastplate (Choshen) - Essentials - Chabad.org. 

https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/3960528/jewish/The-
High-Priests-Breastplate-Choshen.htm.  
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relationship with Yaakov.83 The name odem84 is related to Adam, 

the word for man. Both rubies and mandrakes are known to aid 

fertility. A type of spiritual fertility is coming up with chiddushim, 

new creative interpretations. In addition, the first three letters of 

Reuven’s name, ראו, mean to see, sometimes indicating 

otherworldly vision. Others believe that since Reuven85 sinned by 

transposing the beds of his mother Leah and his father’s concubine 

Bilha,86 the ruby’s red color represents the shame Reuven felt when 

admitting his misdeed. Rubies seem to glow from the inside, with 

their own fire. Every Jew has within him a spark of Hashem that 

continues to glow even when the body is committing misdeeds 

and darkening itself. The fire within us all is the ner tamid, the ever-

present fire that will never go out.  

Shimon had the pitda, an emerald. Emeralds are rippled, and 

look like an ear or sound waves, which relates to Shimon’s 

“diminutive” hearing, which is hinted to in his name87 in which he 

understood the plight of his mother, who felt unloved by Yaakov. 

He was able to hear the inner voice of his mother’s soul. Some 

believe that the Nasi of the tribe of Shimon, Zimri ben Salu, who 

sinned with the Midianite Kazbi bat Tzur,88 is indicative of a 

temptation that many of the tribe of Shimon had of being enticed 

by the daughters of Moav and Midian, and thus, their faces turned 

 
83 For a thorough analysis of the dudaim, see Abby Kogan’s excellent article in this 

volume. 
84 “The Twelve Tribes in the Choshen.” The Secrets of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, 

http://www.art-kabbalah-mystic.net/dov2a1.htm.  
85 The High Priest’s Breastplate (Choshen) - Essentials - Chabad.org. 

https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/3960528/jewish/The-
High-Priests-Breastplate-Choshen.htm 

86 Rashi to Bereishit 35:22, based on Shabbat 55b. 
87 Genesis 29:33. 
88 Bamidbar 25:1-15. 
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a pale color that resembled the green of emerald.89 Emeralds 

represent wit, eloquence, and foresight.90 The Midrash suggests 

that Shimon had foresight when he decided to marry Dina91 after 

she was raped, because he believed that she would never get 

remarried after that unfortunate event.  

Levi had bareket.92 This is translated sometimes as 

red/white/black striped agate, or sometimes as a scintillating 

crystal. These colors can represent lightning. This relates to the 

power to enlighten and be enlightened with Torah studies, a 

special attribute of this Levitical tribe. The tribe of Levi devoted 

themselves to transmitting the teachings of God to their brethren.22 

The crystal’s brilliant sparkle symbolizes the Torah’s spiritual 

radiance. 

Yehuda had nofech, a stone quite difficult to identify. Some say 

it was red, green, or blue carbuncle. Bamidbar Rabba 2:7 describes 

the flag of Judah as blue, therefore it makes sense if this gemstone 

is blue. This gem made people feel as if they had the power to 

achieve victory over their enemies, both internal and external. As 

Judah is the royal kingdom who needed to engage in multiple 

wars, this association makes sense. The gem’s radiance represents 

Yehuda’s shining face when his father later praised him for saving 

Yosef from death.23 

 
89 The High Priest’s Breastplate (Choshen) - Essentials - Chabad.org. 

https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/3960528/jewish/The-
High-Priests-Breastplate-Choshen.htm 

90 https://www.gemsociety.org/article/history-legend-emerald-gems-yore/ 
91 Bereishit Rabba 80:11 
92 Palvanov, Efraim, and Efraim Palvanov. Mayim Achronim, 21 May 2015, 

https://www.mayimachronim.com/the-stones-symbols-and-flags-of-the-
twelve-tribes-of-israel/.  
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Issachar had blue lapis lazuli or sapphire stone, and his flag 

was of a very dark blue color, with the image of the sun and moon 

on it. The midrash explains why, citing I Chronicles 12:33, which 

describes the people of Issachar as being wise in astronomical 

matters. Sapphire is the color of pure sky, deep blue, because this 

tribe was known for its excellence in Torah and astronomical 

studies. And in the midst of the gem, one was able to see a dark 

cloud reminiscent of Matan Torah.  

Zevulun had a yahalom, a clear quartz crystal, potentially a 

diamond. Zevulun’s flag was white, and bore a depiction of a ship, 

again based on Yaakov’s blessing to the tribe to be successful sea-

going merchants who live along the Israeli coastline (Bereishit 

49:13). In modern Hebrew, yahalom means a diamond, but 

commentators believe it was not a diamond, but rather a pearl, 

which is, of course, only found in the depths of the sea and thus 

appropriate for this sea-faring tribe. The tribe of Zevulun engaged 

in commerce, amassing great wealth. The white pearl resembles 

the color of silver coins. 

Dan had leshem, which is usually translated as amber, though 

some commentators believe it was an orange topaz. It is said that 

the gem showed “inverted faces” to hint at the fact that from this 

tribe came many judges, who had to show impartiality in 

judgment to the rich and the poor and examine all sides of any 

issue.  

Gad had shevo, a gray/black agate or obsidian. Gad was 

involved with many of the military conquests of the Israelites; they 
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were leaders in battle. Agate93 has a multitude of symbolism, 

including balance, security, courage, and strength.  

Naphtali had achlamah, a purple amethyst. His flag was of a 

similar color, described by the Midrash as pure wine that isn’t too 

strong. It is interesting that the Midrash should compare it to wine, 

since amethyst was believed in ancient times to keep one sober 

and prevent drunkenness.  

Asher had tarshish, a blue green aquamarine. Aquamarine is 

related to water and symbolically has been used to keep sailors 

safe from marine catastrophes. Aquamarine is also related to life 

and vitality, as well as spirituality and clairvoyance. Asher was 

involved with growing olive trees, as their nachalah was very 

fertile. The green of the aquamarine can represent the bright green 

of the olives Asher grew.  

Yosef had shoham, black onyx. The Midrash tells us that his flag 

was black, which supports the suggestion that shoham is malachite, 

a stone that has dark green and black colors. Ephraim’s black flag 

had a bull depicted on it. This is drawn from Moses’ final blessing 

to the tribes of Yosef (Deuteronomy 33:17), which the Midrash 

quotes. The Midrash also tells us that the bull represents Joshua, 

who was of the tribe of Ephraim. The letters of the Hebrew name 

for onyx, shoham, can be rearranged to spell Hashem, a common 

way of referring to God. This alludes to Yosef’s Divinely sourced 

success in the home of Potiphar.  

Binyamin had a multicolored opal. The stone of Binyamin was 

the yashfe, another unidentified stone. The Midrash tells us that 

 
93“Agate Meaning and Healing Powers.” Our Complete Guide to Its Uses, 

https://www.gemselect.com/other-info/agate-meaning-power-
uses.php#:~:text=Agate%20is%20known%20to%20help%20fight%20insom
nia%20and,is%20a%20symbol%20of%20power%20and%20ambition.%20.  
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Binyamin’s flag had a mix of the colors of all the other tribal flags. 

This is likely due to the fact that Binyamin was the beloved little 

brother of the family, and all of his older siblings, though 

sometimes at odds with one another, always united to protect him. 

It is said that this is the reason why the Holy of Holies in the 

Temple was specifically in the territory of Binyamin (while the rest 

of the Temple was in the land of Yehuda), since the whole nation 

put aside their differences and united as one when it came to the 

smallest of their brothers.  

In addition to all the names of the tribes, Avraham, Yitzchak, 

and Yaakov and the words ישראל  were inscribed on the שבטי 

stones. These words contain the letters94 ק, ח, ט, צ which are not 

already in the names of the tribes. Every single letter needed to be 

present on the breastplate to respond to questions of the Urim 

V’Tumim.  

The breastplate was used as a remembrance, and whenever the 

Kohen wore the breastplate, Israel was remembered for peace. This 

garment invoked salvation and deliverance from Israel’s enemies. 

The breastplate atones for errors in legal judgment.  

Urim V’Tumim 

ֵ֣י   ְפנֵּ ֵ֣ב ַאֲהֹרֶּ֔ן ְבֹבאָֹ֖ו לִּ ֶּ֔ים ְוָהיּו֙ ַעל־לֵּ ים֙ ְוֶאת־ַהֻתּמִּ ְשָפֶּ֗ט ֶאת־ָהאּורִּ  ה'ְוָנַתָתֵ֞ ֶאל־ֹחֵֶ֣שן ַהּמִּ

ֶּ֥י  ְפנֵּ בֹּ֛ו לִּ ֶ֧ל ַעל־לִּ ְשָראֵּ ְשַפֶׁ֨ט ְבנֵּי־יִּ יד׃ ה'ְוָנָשֵ֣א ַאֲָ֠הֹרָ֠ן ֶאת־מִּ  95ָתמִָּֽ

The Urim V’Tumim was placed on the breastplate over 

Aharon’s heart. This was the part of the breastplate where divine 

answers were spelled out. The divine name of God was written on 

parchment and placed into the garment, which allowed Hashem 

to light up the letters on the stones to answer questions. 

 
94 Yoma 73a. 
95 Exodus 28:30. 
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Understanding God’s names helps us understand Him, and His 

relationship to the world, because otherwise we can’t comprehend 

the immense power God has, His infinity. God created the world 

through his names, his attributes of mercy and justice. His names 

have power, which is the secret of the Urim V’Tumim. The Urim 

V’Tumim was not created by Bezalel and Ohaliav; rather, it was 

written and handed to Moshe by God. Only someone representing 

the entire kahal of Israel could ask questions to the kohen that 

would be put to the Urim V’Tumin. The questions needed to be 

important and be relevant to the entire congregation of Israel, such 

as whether to go to war. The Kohen faces the aron and the 

questioner stands behind him facing his back, and asks the 

question to himself quietly, as if in prayer The Kohen gets divine 

inspiration and looks at the breastplate while meditating upon the 

holy name of Hashem.  He receives the answer through the 

prophetic vision of the shining letters of the breastplate, and then 

tells the questioner the answer.96 Josephus97 writes that the stones 

shone brilliantly when Israel entered a battle, which was a sign of 

their victory. The Midrash notes that when Hashem favored Israel, 

the stones shone brilliantly, but when the tribe was involved in sin, 

their stone would be dim and appear tarnished. The Kohen 

understood these phenomena and would cast lots within the tribe 

so the guilty party would be revealed and judged. Rashi says Urim 

V’Tumim means lights and perfections because the question is 

illuminated through letters and the content perfected and 

effectuated by the Kohen. Talmud Yoma 73b says the message 

received was tamim, perfect, because it was immutable.  

 
96“Ancient Jewish History.” The Urim & Thummim, 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-urim-and-thummim.  
97 Antiquities 3:214-218. 
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Robe 

ֶלת ֶּ֥יל ְתכֵָּֽ פָֹ֖וד ְכלִּ ֶּ֥יל ָהאֵּ ּ֛יָת ֶאת־ְמעִּ  98ְוָעשִּ

The robe was a full garment of entirely turquoise wool. It was 

decorated with pomegranates on the lower hem, tied in eight 

strands, made of all the colors of wool. Pomegranates hold a lot of 

significance in Judaism. First, they are one of the seven species99 of 

the land of Israel. Pomegranates are a symbol of fertility and love 

and are frequently mentioned in Biblical poetry.100 Berachot 4 

suggests that Jews are full of mitzvot just as the pomegranate is 

full of seeds.  Pomegranates are considered to have 613 seeds, the 

number of Biblical mitzvot. Pomegranates have been found as 

decorations on historical Bar Kochba-era currency in Judea as well. 

Many believe that the physical description of the pomegranate 

serves as a metaphor for Bnei Yisrael. They have a tough skin and 

have been challenged and beaten down many times; however, on 

the inside, they continue to thrive and have the power even to 

bless others. Some sages believe that the forbidden fruit that Adam 

and Eve sinfully ate was a pomegranate. The robe atones for 

slander.101 Slander is when one knowingly publicizes a false 

statement about someone’s character. The fact that the 

pomegranate may have been the fruit that allowed Adam and Eve 

to discern between good and bad, and then it was featured 

prominently on the garment that atones for slander which requires 

careful discernment, is incredibly meaningful and shows how 

purposeful every detail in the garments were.  

 
98 Exodus 28:31. 
99 Deuteronomy 8:8.  
100 For example, Shir HaShirim 4:3. 
101 Zevachim 88b. 
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There is a debate as to whether there were 36,102 70, or 72 

pomegranates in total on the garment. All of these values hold 

significance. 36 is a reference to the hidden tzaddikim in the world, 

a kabbalistic concept.103  These tzaddikim help their generations in 

times of persecution and immense trouble, but never reveal 

themselves. The Kohanim were tzaddikim, but not hidden ones 

because they quite clearly were able to beseech God on their 

communities’ behalf whenever something was needed.  

Seventy is an important number, due to its numerous 

references throughout Tanach. There were 70 nations in the world 

and 70 languages corresponding to them. There were 70 members 

of the great Sanhedrin. There were 70 people who went to Egypt 

with Yaakov. Pirkei Avot 5:21 states that at age 70, one reaches the 

fullness of years. Bamidbar Rabba 13:15 notes that there are 70 faces 

to the Torah. This leads to the multifaceted understandings that 

one can develop about the Torah. Seventy pomegranates on the 

me’il would be a completion of it.  

Seventy-two is a reference to three distinct attributes of God.104 

There are three verses in Exodus 14:19-21, which all have 72 letters. 

Kabbalah teaches that if the letters are rearranged properly, they 

spell out the names of God that appear when God takes the 

Israelites out of Egypt. Zohar II:51b states that these three verses 

refer to chesed, gevura, and tiferet. When these three elements are 

blended together, they represent how God manifests Himself in 

the world.  

 
102 36 is also double chai in gematria.  
103 Tractate Sanhedrin 97b; Tractate Sukkah 45b. 
104 72 'Names' of G-D - Chabad Lubavitch. 

https://www.chabad.org/kabbalah/article_cdo/aid/1388270/jewish/72-
Names-of-G-d.htm.  
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Any of these numbers and their related symbolism are 

interesting to consider and add inherent meaning to the robe that 

the priests would wear during their service in the Temple. It is 

important to note that when there is ambiguity or machloket in 

Tanach, it is there for a reason and typically all elements of the 

discussion should be discussed and analyzed for their distinct 

merit and addition to the text.  

The robe also had bells on the bottom made of gold. These bells 

were located between every two pomegranates. Whenever the 

Kohen Gadol would move about the Temple during his service, the 

bells would chime as there was a clapper in each one. This allowed 

everyone to hear what was going on and inspire awe of God in 

anyone who saw him or heard him. The sounds could be heard 

further than the priest could be seen; therefore, the splendor and 

awe of God would be experienced by many individuals every day. 

Since the robe atones for evil speech, R’ Chanina explained: Let 

something that emits sound (through its bells) atone for sound.105   

The robe was a fully closed garment woven from one piece of 

fabric made of double-twisted linen, 12-ply strands, and put on the 

head, worn over the tunic which was seen underneath. It had a 

round opening at the neck and double hem closed weaving.  

Tzitz 

ֵ֣י ֹחָתֶּ֔ם ֹקֶָ֖דש  תּוחֵּ ַתְחָת֤ ָעָליו֙ פִּ ָ֖יץ ָזָהֵ֣ב ָטהֹ֑ור ּופִּ ֶּ֥יָת צִּ  106׃ 'להְוָעשִּ

The  ציץ, head plate, was a thin plate constructed of one solid 

piece of gold, worn across the forehead from ear to ear at all times 

the Kohen Gadol was in the Temple. Engraved with the words “  קדש

'לה ” – holy to Hashem, the crown was tied to the Kohen’s head with 

 
105 Zevachim 88b. 
106 Exodus 28:36 
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a sky-blue thread. This garment had special purpose: “It shall be 

on Aharon’s forehead that Aharon should carry the sin arising 

from the holy things which Bnei Yisrael consecrate, from any of 

their holy gifts, and it should be upon his forehead, to win 

acceptance for them before the Lord.”107 Rashi interprets this as 

atoning for the blood and fat of sacrifices given when they were 

impure (Menachot 25b). The tzitz atones for sacrifices which were 

defiled whether inadvertently or deliberately, whether in a private 

offering or a communal one. The tzitz atoned for impudence.108 It 

was worn on the forehead of Aharon, the hardness of the forehead 

implies opposition, refusal, and disrespect. Metzach (forehead) 

throughout Nevi’im signifies insolence, defiance, impudence, 

stubbornness, contrariness, and rebelliousness on the part of the 

Jewish people. The stories of Uzziah109 and Goliat110 are important 

because they are both punished in their forehead. Goliat engaged 

in arrogant behavior and tried to prevent the Israelite army from 

fighting him due to his “immense” power and “scary” stature. 

Uzziah was too prideful and believed he could offer incense to 

Hashem. He was punished with leprosy on his forehead, the 

source of his hubris. Impure sacrifices are born out of impudence, 

disrespect, or lack of care for the holiness in the Temple.  

The other usage of tzitz in Tanach is flowering. This occurs in 

the aftermath of the Korach rebellion and subsequent plague. God 

tells Moshe to tell Bnei Yisrael to put out a staff for each family to 

see who deserves to be the leader of the congregation.111 Aharon 

 
107 Exodus 28:38 

ֶּ֔ל ְלכׇָֽל־מַ  ְשָראֵּ ֵ֣י יִּ ֙ישּו֙ ְבנֵּ ֶּ֗ים ֲאֶש֤ר ַיְקּדִּ ֵַ֣צח ַאֲהֹרן֒ ְוָנָשֶׁ֨א ַאֲהֹר֜ן ֶאת־ֲעו ֵ֣ן ַהֳקָדשִּ יֶה֑ם  ְוָהָיה֮ ַעל־מֵּ ְתֹנָ֖ת קְׇדשֵּ
ֶּ֥י   ְפנֵּ ֶּ֔יד ְלָרצֶֹּ֥ון ָלֶהָ֖ם לִּ ְצחֹו֙ ָתמִּ  ׃ה'ְוָהָי֤ה ַעל־מִּ

108 Zevachim 88b 
109 2 Kings 15:5, 2 Chronicles 26:19–21 
110 Samuel 1 17 
111 Numbers 17:17 
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puts out his staff and the next day, it flowers,112 while all the other 

staffs are unchanged. The flowering staff becomes a sign for the 

people to remember their rebellious brethren and accept the 

authority of Moshe and Aharon. Aharon was a humble servant of 

God and an extremely kind person, who went out of his way to 

help others.113  The humility of Aharon and the word tzitz referring 

to his staff, serve to emphasize how the tzitz that Aharon wore 

symbolized impudence, the opposite of humility.  

The turban, which Rashi explains was a dome-like hat, was also 

made entirely of linen. It reached the Kohen Gadol’s hairline, so his 

hair was visible between the turban and the head plate. It left a 

space for the crown on the Kohen’s forehead, so the Kohen could 

wear tefillin.114 The turban atoned for arrogance.115  

The tunic was made entirely of linen and woven with a 

checkered texture. This garment was made with exact 

measurements for the Kohen, so that it reached the floor but did 

not drag upon it.116 The sleeves were as wide as the Kohen’s arm 

and reached his palm.117 The tunic atones for the shedding of 

blood.118  

The sash was made out of all five materials, all sewn together. 

It was woven like a hollow tube.119 The sash atones for improper 

 
יץ 112 ץ צ ִ֔ ֵ֥ ָּ֣צ  א פֶׁ  ַר֙ח  ַוי  ֵ֥ צ  י ַוי ֹ֤ ִ֑ ו  ית ל  ָּ֣ ן ְלב  ֲהר ֹ֖ ה־ַאָּֽ ח ַמט  ַרֵ֥ ֵּ֛ה פ  נ  ּות ְוה  דִ֔ ע  ָּֽ ל ה  הֶׁ ל־א ָּ֣ ֙ה אֶׁ א משֶׁ ת ַוי ב ֹ֤ ָ֗ ֳחר  ָּֽ מ  י מ  ָּ֣ ל   ַוְיה  ְגמ ֹ֖ ַוי 

ים ָּֽ ד   Numbers 17:23 :ְשק 

113 Rosenfeld, Rabbi Dovid. “Chapter 1, Mishna 12: Aaron vs. Moses.” 
Torah.org, 21 July 2021, https://torah.org/learning/pirkei-avos-chapter1-
12/.  

114 Arachin 3b. 
115 Zevachim 88b. 
116 Yoma 23b; Rashi  מדו כמדתו 
117 Rambam, Hilchot Klei Hakimdash V’Haovdim Bo 8:17 
118 Zevachim 88b 
119 Vayikra Rabba 10:6. 
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thoughts of the heart.120 The sash was wrapped around the Kohen’s 

waist entirely until it was completed, and then it was tied.  

Pants 
ּו׃121 ְהיָֽ ם יִּ ַכָ֖יִּ ם ְוַעד־ְירֵּ ּמְׇתַנֶּ֥יִּ י־ָבֶּ֔ד ְלַכסָֹ֖ות ְבַשֵ֣ר ֶעְרָו֑ה מִּ ְכְנסֵּ ֤ה ָלֶהם֙ מִּ  ַוֲעשֵּ

The pants were created purely for the priest’s modesty. These 

pants were closed from the waist until the knees, over which the 

tunic was placed, laced at the waist. The pants were made entirely 

of linen. Pants atone for immorality.122   

Conclusion 
ודו. ולנר תמיד  בלבבי משכן אבנה להדר כבודו, ולמשכן מזבח אקים לקרני ה

 123ה. אקח לי את אש העקידה ולקרבן אקריב לו את נפשי היחיד

In my heart, I will build a Mishkan to glorify God’s honor. In 

the Mishkan, I’ll place a mizbe’ach to acknowledge God’s splendor. 

For a ner tamid, I’ll take the fire of the Akeidah. And for a korban, I’ll 

offer my singular soul.  

This song has a powerful message that one should take to 

heart, both through the lens of this paper, and in life. Individuals 

have the distinct ability to develop a personal connection to God, 

through their unique interests and character disposition.  

There is inherent value in engaging with the world around us. 

Torah and its values are the supreme element of our lives as Jewish 

people and, at the same time, one should be educated in a vast 

array of subject matters, so they can contribute to the global 

community. We have the unique opportunity to synthesize Torah 

 
120 Zevachim 88b 
121 Exodus 28:42  
122 Zevachim 88b 
123 Rav Nachman of Breslov.  
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with the world around us. Regardless of what one is interested in 

and feels connected to, they can find their own place in the world 

of Torah. The reason there are so many details in the Mishkan, in 

my opinion, is so that individuals can catch on to something they 

feel passionate about and take it out of the Tanach and actualize its 

importance in their own lives.  

God gave human beings knowledge so that we can incorporate 

it with the statutes and laws that He decreed for us. We have the 

ability to use our own strengths to develop into the practicing 

Jewish people we want to be. The Mishkan is an example of a text 

that many believe is boring or esoteric, but that actually has so 

much intrinsic symbolism and meaning for any person.  

One can derive meaning from anything in the Torah. I believe 

that the exploration of the Mishkan here has shown that there is 

value in delving into other topics that seem repetitive or 

unnecessary and determining what hidden ideas and messages 

they contain.  
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Personal Note 

My maternal grandfather and namesake, Shmuel Hacohen 

Raclaw, serves as the first inspiration for this paper. I have always 

been interested in my family history as Kohanim and have always 

loved reading the parshiot about the Mishkan. This paper serves as 

an amalgamation of these two interests3 of mine, and I feel 

honored to have been presented with the opportunity to research 

new methods of understanding the significance of the Mishkan and 

the bigdei kehuna.  

I have always felt that the Torah has multiple layers of 

meaning, and this actualizes through each person’s application of 

their own interests into the text. I have enjoyed learning more 

esoteric midrashim throughout this paper as well as science and 

philosophy to bolster my appreciation for the details in Tanach, 

and specifically the Mishkan.   

Numbers Rabba 13:15-16 relates that there are 70 faces of the 

Torah. This means that any verse can be interpreted in a multitude 

of ways for different contexts and individual desires. Every word 

in the Torah is there for a reason and its importance and effect on 

one’s life can be profound and transformative. The world of 

Tanach, and the many applications I have personally found within 

it have bettered my life and continue to inspire me to renew my 

outlook on our foundational texts and connect to the greater world 

around me in a deeper way.  

I believe that my analysis of the Mishkan through the usage of 

multidisciplinary resources serves as a paradigm for my personal 

religious observance. The most optimal way I can connect with 

Hashem is through synthesizing all of my interests, both religious 

and secular, together to augment my spirituality and religious 

journey.  
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Wrapped Up in Mitzvot: 
A Study of the Halachic Sources and 

Social Implications of Tzitzit and Tefillin 
for Women 
Talya Lebson 

Would you be willing to do something in public knowing that it 

might add meaning to your life but might also cause you to be 

questioned or even condemned by the people around you? This is 

the type of question that women who want to take on the mitzvot of 

tefillin and tzitzit need to consider. There is much halachic basis for 

women to perform these mitzvot, but in most Orthodox 

communities, societal norms keep these practices from becoming 

widespread. This paper will start with an exploration of the halachic 

sources, and then will summarize interviews this author conducted 

with women who have considered taking these mitzvot upon 

themselves, so as to better understand the personal experiences of 

women concerning these mitzvot. 

Mitzvot Aseh She’ha’zman Grama 

Women are exempt from most mitzvot aseh she’ha’zman grama, 

positive-time bound commandments. The mishna in Kiddushin 1:7 

states: 

ים ְפטּורֹות   ין ְוָנשִּ ים ַחָיבִּ ה ֶשַהְזָמן ְגָרָמּה, ֲאָנשִּ ְצַות ֲעשֵּ  .ְוָכל מִּ

 All positive time-bound commandments, men are obligated and 
women are exempt.  

A positive mitzva is one that involves actively performing an 

action, such as sitting in a sukkah, as opposed to a negative mitzva, 
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which requires one to refrain from doing a prohibited action.1 

Although the general rule is that women are exempt from mitzvot 

aseh she’ha’zman grama, there are many exceptions, including 

reading Megillat Esther on Purim, eating matza on Pesach, making 

kiddush on Shabbat, and lighting Chanuka candles. Kiddushin 34a 

explains the source for this exemption: 

 -נשים פטורות. מנלן? גמר מתפילין, מה תפילין    -ומצות עשה שהזמן גרמא  
נשים פטורות; ותפילין גמר  -נשים פטורות, אף כל מצות עשה שהזמן גרמא 

תורה   תלמוד  מה  תורה,  מתלמוד  תפילין    -לה  אף  פטורות,  נשים   -נשים 
 .פטורות

 The Gemara above explains that women’s exemption from 

positive time-bound mitzvot is derived from their exemption from 

the mitzva of tefillin; just as women are exempt from tefillin, so too 

are they exempt from all other mitzvot aseh she’ha’zman grama.2 It 

then indicates the source of the tefillin exemption: The topics of 

talmud Torah and of tefillin3 are written next to each other in the 

 
1 This means, for example, that a woman may not light a fire on Shabbat even 

though that mitzva only applies one day a week, because it is a מצוה לא תעשה, 
an action that is not allowed, and thus is obligatory regardless of one’s gender. 

2 This type of derivation in which the laws from one case are applied to all cases 
that are similar to it is called a binyan av. 

3 Devarim 6:7-8 and Devarim 11:18-19; we recite both of these sets of pesukim in 
Shema every day.  

Devarim 6:7-8: 
ְבשְׇכְבָךָ֖ ּוְבקּו יֶתָ֙ך֙ ּוְבֶלְכְתָךֵ֣ ַבֶּדֶֶּ֔רְך ּוָֽ ְבְתָך֤ ְבבֵּ ַבְרָתָ֖ ָב֑ם ְבשִּ ַנְנָתֵ֣ם ְלָבֶנֶּ֔יָך ְודִּ ָך׃ ְושִּ  ֶמָֽ

יָך׃ּוְקַשְרָתֶּ֥ם ְלאָֹ֖ות  יֶנָֽ ֶּ֥ין עֵּ  ַעל־ָיֶדָ֑ך ְוָהיֶּּ֥ו ְלֹטָטֹפָ֖ת בֵּ
The first pasuk talks about the requirement to teach one’s sons Torah 
and be engaged in Torah discussions at all times, and the second 
contains the mitzva to bind tefillin on one’s arm and place them 
between one’s eyes.  

Devarim 11:18-19: 
ל־ַנְפְשֶכ֑ם ּוְקַשְרֶתֶׁ֨ם ֹאָת֤ם ְלאֹות֙ ַעל־ֶיְדֶכֶּ֔ם  ֶֶּ֔לה ַעל־ְלַבְבֶכָ֖ם ְוַעָֽ ְוַשְמֶתם֙ ֶאת־ְּדָבַרֵ֣י אֵּ

ם׃   יֶכָֽ ינֵּ ֶּ֥ין עֵּ  ְוָהיֶּּ֥ו ְלטֹוָטֹפָ֖ת בֵּ
בְ  ְבְתָך֤  ְבשִּ ָב֑ם  ֵ֣ר  ְלַדבֵּ יֶכָ֖ם  ֶאת־ְבנֵּ ֹאָתּ֛ם  ַּמְדֶתֶּ֥ם  ְבשְׇכְבָךָ֖ ְולִּ ּוָֽ ַבֶּדֶֶּ֔רְך  ּוְבֶלְכְתָךֵ֣  יֶתָ֙ך֙  בֵּ

ָך׃  ּוְבקּוֶמָֽ
The first pasuk mentions the mitzva of tefillin, and the second one 
mandates teaching Torah to one’s sons. 
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Torah; thus, a hekesh4 is made linking the two topics and leading to 

the conclusion that just as women are exempt from talmud Torah, so 

too are they exempt from tefillin.5 Thus, as a general rule, women are 

not obligated to perform positive mitzvot that are dependent on 

time. 

Mitzvot Reshut 

The question that then must be addressed is whether women 

may voluntarily take on these mitzvot, commonly referred to as 

mitzvot reshut, optional mitzvot. The primary Talmudic discussion 

about mitzvot reshut appears in the context of the mitzva of semicha – 

the obligation to lay one’s hands upon the animal that one is 

bringing as a korban. This mitzva is described in Vayikra 1:2-4:a 

ל֙ ְשָראֵּ ֤י יִּ ֵ֞ר ֶאל־ְבנֵּ ָמֶּ֗ה   ַּדבֵּ ן־ַהְבהֵּ יֹהָו֑ה מִּ ֶכּ֛ם קְׇרָבָ֖ן ַלָֽ ֶּ֥יב מִּ י־ַיְקרִּ ֶהֶּ֔ם ָאָדֶּ֗ם כִָּֽ ְוָאַמְרָתֵ֣ ֲאלֵּ
ֶאת־קׇ ָ֖יבּו  ַתְקרִּ ן־ַהֹצֶּ֔אן  ּומִּ ן־ַהָבָקר֙  ָ֖ים מִּ ָתמִּ ָזָכֶּ֥ר  ן־ַהָבָקֶּ֔ר  מִּ קְׇרָבנֹו֙  ם־ֹעָל֤ה  םאִּ ְרַבְנֶכָֽ

ֶּ֥י   ְפנֵּ ְרֹצנָֹ֖ו לִּ ֵ֣יב ֹאתֶֹּ֔ו לִּ ד֙ ַיְקרִּ יֶב֑נּו ֶאל־ֶפַ֜תח ֹאֶ֤הל מֹועֵּ ְוָסַמְֵ֣ך ָידֶֹּ֔ו ַעָ֖ל ֹרֵ֣אש  ׃יקוקַיְקרִּ
יו ָהֹעָל֑ה ֶּ֥ר ָעָלָֽ ְרָצֶּ֥ה לָֹ֖ו ְלַכפֵּ  ׃ ְונִּ

Speak to the Israelite people, and say to them: When any of you 
presents an offering of cattle to the Lord, he shall choose his 
offering from the herd or from the flock. If his offering is a burnt 
offering from the herd, he shall make his offering a male without 
blemish. He shall bring it to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, 
for acceptance in his behalf before the Lord. He shall lay his hand 
upon the head of the burnt offering, that it may be acceptable in 

his behalf, in expiation for him.6  

 
4 A hekesh is a type of derivation in which, because two topics are written next 

to each other in the Torah, laws can be applied from one to the other. 
5 The Gemara has already proven several dapim earlier, on Kiddushin 29b, that 

women are exempt from the mitzva of Talmud Torah based on a drasha on 
Devarim 11:19 (also in Shema)  "ולא בנותיכם – "ולמדתם אותם את בניכם  – “And you 
shall teach your sons”- and not your daughters.  

6 Translation from Sefaria.  
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The Sifra on Sefer Vayikra7 (cited in the Talmud Bavli on Rosh 

HaShana 33a) comments on this mitzva:  

 בני ישראל סומכין ואין בנות ישראל סומכות.

אמר ר' יוסי, אמר לי אבא .  ר' יוסי ור' שמעון אומרים נשים סומכות רשות
לעזרת נשים וסמכו עליו הנשים;  היה לנו עגל זבחי שלמים והוצאנוהו  :אלעזר

 מפני שהסמיכה בנשים אלא מפני נחת רוח של נשים לא 

This Tannaitic Midrash Halacha opens by stating that only sons of 

Israel perform the laying of the hands, but daughters of Israel do 

not. This is based on the fact that the phrase which introduces the 

mitzva of semicha (see pesukim above) is דבר אל בני ישראל which the 

Sifra is translating as Speak to the sons of Israel.8 

 Rebbe Yosi and Rebbe Shimon then say that women may 

optionally perform semicha. R’ Yosi explains that his father, Elazar, 

said to him that they had a calf to bring as a shelamim sacrifice, and 

they brought it out to the women’s section so that the women could 

perform semicha on it. He adds that this was not because semicha 

applies to women but rather to make them feel good / for their 

spiritual satisfaction (מפני נחת רוח של נשים).  

It is evident from this Sifra that R’ Shimon and R’ Yosi hold that 

even though women are not obligated in semicha, it is not prohibited 

for them to do so. However, it is not clear whether they believe that 

women performing semicha is a praiseworthy act or merely 

something that should be begrudgingly permitted so as not to upset 

the women.9  

 
 ספרא פרשת ויקרא דיבורא דנדבה פרשתא ב  7
8 Unlike Sefaria which translates it as Speak to the Israelite people. 
9 When R’ Yosi quotes his father as saying,   לא מפני שהסמיכה בנשים  אלא מפני נחת"
 does he mean that semicha is not relevant/applicable to women so רוח של נשים"
that their performance of semicha has no halachic value whatsoever, and women 
are permitted to do so only to make them feel good? Or does he mean that 
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The stance of the opening line is not clear. When it says,   ואין בנות

 is it stating: Women may not do semicha, or is it simply ,ישראל סומכות

stating that Women are not obligated to perform semicha.10 If it should 

be understood as the former, then there is a machloket here between 

the Tanna Kama, who states that women may not perform semicha, 

and R’ Yosi and R’ Shimon who say that they may. If the opening 

line simply means that women are not obligated to perform semicha, 

then it is merely stating the agreed upon halacha that women are not 

included in the obligation but takes no stance on whether women 

may opt to perform it voluntarily. This Sifra then would contain 

only one opinion regarding women’s optional performance of 

mitzvot - that it is permitted.  

This debate concerning women optionally performing mitzvot 

from which they are exempt comes up again regarding women and 

shofar. The mishna in Rosh HaShana 4:8 states that   ֶאת ין  ְמַעְכבִּ ין  אֵּ

ְלְמדו  ֶשיִּ ַעד  ָּמֶהן  עִּ ין  ְתַעְסקִּ מִּ ֲאָבל  ְתקֹוַע,  לִּ מִּ ינֹוקֹות  ַהתִּ ּ – We do not prevent 

children from blowing the shofar, but instead we busy ourselves with them 

until they learn. The Gemara11 infers from the fact that the mishna only 

specifies not preventing children from blowing shofar, that women 

should be prevented from blowing. The Gemara asks the obvious 

question: If children aren’t prevented from blowing a shofar, then 

why should women be? The Gemara responds by challenging the 

inference that women are prevented. It quotes a braita that explicitly 

states that neither women nor children are prevented from blowing 

a shofar on Yom Tov. Abaye resolves the contradiction between the 

mishna which implies that women are prevented and the braita 

which states that they are not, by attributing each to different 

 
semicha is not obligatory for women but they should still be permitted 
(encouraged?) to do so for their spiritual elevation?  

10 This is due to the ambiguity of the Hebrew “ואין.” Does it mean they don’t 
[have to] or they can’t.  

11 Rosh HaShana 33a. 
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Tannaim. He explains that R’ Yehuda believes that women should 

be prevented from blowing the shofar, but R’ Yosi and R’ Shimon 

believe that women should be allowed to do so, and he cites the Sifra 

about semicha as his proof. Two critical points emerge from this 

Gemara. First, it serves to elucidate that the opening line of the Sifra 

is a dissenting opinion that holds that women may not optionally 

perform mitzvot reshut, and it clarifies that the Tanna who holds that 

position is R’ Yehuda (in the Sifra, the opening line is stated 

anonymously). Second, and more importantly, this Gemara about 

shofar informs us that the debate between R’ Yehuda (forbidding) 

and R’ Yosi and R’ Shimon (permitting) is not limited to semicha, but 

rather is a wide-ranging Tannaitic debate as to whether women may 

opt to perform mitzvot from which they are exempt. 

Reading this Gemara raises the obvious question: Why would R’ 

Yehuda say that women should be prevented from doing semicha, 

blowing the shofar, or performing any other mitzvat aseh she'ha'zman 

grama? Isn’t performing more mitzvot a virtuous undertaking? 

Rashi, Raavad, and Tosafot all suggest explanations. Rashi suggests 

that R’ Yehuda’s concern was תוסיף  the prohibition against ,בל 

adding to the Torah. R’ Yehuda was concerned that performing 

mitzvot from which one is exempt might violate bal tosif.12 The 

Raavad provides a very different interpretation.13 He argues that R’ 

Yehuda felt that women performing mitzvot from which they are 

exempt might cause them to treat the mitzva degradingly or that 

they might not perform it properly.14 The ba’alei haTosafot present a 

very different perspective on this discussion.15 They think that 

everyone, including R’ Yehuda, holds that women can perform 

 
12 Rashi on Rosh HaShana 33a, s.v. "הא נשים מעכבין". 
13 Peirush HaRaavad Le’Sifra, Parshat Vayikra, parshata 2. 
"... שכל מצוה שהנשים פטורות אם יעשו אותה איפשר לבא לידי זלזול המצוה או לשום   14
 קלקול על ידי עשייתן..."  

15 Tosafot Eiruvin 96a-b, s.v. "מיכל בת כושי היתה מנחת תפילין". 
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mitzvot from which they are exempt. However, R’ Yehuda has 

particular concerns unique to certain specific mitzvot which lead him 

to discourage women from performing those specific 

commandments. For example, Tosafot explain that in the case of 

shofar, R’ Yehuda is worried that for someone who is not obligated 

in shofar, blowing one on Yom Tov might constitute a melacha, a 

violation of Shabbat.16  

It is critical to point out here that all of these Rishonim – Rashi, 

Raavad, and Tosafot - are all providing explanations for the position of 

R’ Yehuda. They are explaining why he was opposed to women 

performing optional mitzvot, not expressing their own personal 

opinion on the matter. In fact, the vast majority of Rishonim and 

poskim side clearly and definitively with R’ Yosi and R’ Shimon that 

women are permitted to optionally perform mitzvot aseh she’ha’zman 

grama.  

Tosafot on the shofar sugya on Rosh HaShana 33a17 explicitly state 

that the halacha is like R’ Yosi that women may perform mitzvot from 

which they are exempt, and may even recite the brachot on them.18 

 
 :תוספות עירובין צו. -  צו 16
17 S.v.  "הא רבי יהודה הא רבי יוסי" 
18 Whether or not women may recite brachot when performing mitzvot from 

which they are exempt is a debate between Ashkenazi Rishonim/poskim and 
Sephardi ones. The Sephardi opposition is not due to any hesitation on the part 
of the poskim as to whether it is permissible for women to perform those mitzvot 
or any uncertainty as to whether her performance has halachic value. It is based 
primarily on the concern whether a woman who is exempt can declare  ברוך"

..." וציונואתה ה'... אשר קידשנו במצוותיו    – Blessed are you, Hashem… Who sanctified 
us with His commandments and commanded us… Since women have not been 
commanded in this particular mitzva, perhaps it would not be accurate for 
them to recite this formula when performing it, rendering it a bracha levatala, 
an unnecessary blessing in which God’s name is said in vain. The Ashkenazi 
poskim who permit women to say the brachot justify it with the argument that 
when women say וציונו, they mean, who commanded us, the Nation of Israel, not 
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The ר"ן adds that women who perform these mitzvot receive reward 

for doing so.19 The Rambam,20 Shulchan Aruch,21 and Rama22 all pasken 

that women are permitted to perform mitzvot aseh she’ha’zman grama. 

It is generally agreed upon by most, if not all, poskim that women 

can take on mitzvot aseh she’ha’zman grama if they so choose.  

Tzitzit 

With that background on mitzvot reshut, we now have to 

understand why tzitzit is commonly excluded from the category of 

mitzvot that women are allowed to take on. 

Women’s Exemption from Tzitzit 
The first step is to understand how we know that women are 

exempt in the first place, given that tzitzit are not obviously time-

 
us, personally and specifically (Chiddushei HaRan Rosh HaShana 33a). 
Alternatively, since virtually all poskim agree that when women perform ת  ומצו
 they receive a reward, that means that women are clearly part עשה שהזמן גרמא
of these mitzvot, and can, therefore, say brachot on them, including the wording 
of  וציונו (Mishna Berura 17:4).  

19 Chiddushei HaRan Rosh HaShana 33a. 
20 Mishneh Torah Hilchot Tzitzit 3:9. The Rambam’s language is a bit halfhearted. 

He writes:   וכן שאר מצות עשה שהנשים פטורות מהן אם רצו לעשות אותן בלא ברכה  אין
 And similarly, the rest of positive commandments from which women are – ממחין בידן
exempt, if they want to perform them without a blessing, we do not protest. Not 
protesting is not exactly a strong endorsement; however, he is at least clearly 
indicating that it is not forbidden. Regarding his discouragement of women 
from reciting the brachot, see footnote 18. 

21 Orach Chayim 589:6. Rav Yosef Karo here is addressing specifically the issue of 
whether women can blow shofar, and he explicitly writes:   אע"פ שנשים פטורות
 Even though women are exempt, they may blow shofar. He is clearly – יכולות לתקוע
paskening like R’ Yosi and R’ Shimon, and against R’ Yehuda, that women may 
blow shofar even though it is a mitzvat aseh she’ha’zman grama. Like the 
Rambam, he writes that women should not recite the bracha – See footnote 18 
for an explanation of why. 

22 Ibid. The Rama agrees that women can blow shofar and adds that the Ashkenaz 
minhag is for women to even recite the brachot. (See footnote 18 for an 
elucidation of the debate surrounding the brachot.)  
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dependent. The Gemara23 cites R’ Shimon who explains that because 

the Torah says regarding tzitzit “ 24”וראיתם אותו an essential part of 

the mitzva is to see the tzitzit. Thus, they are only obligated to be 

worn in the daytime, not at night, rendering them a time-dependent 

mitzva. Therefore, just like every other mitzvat aseh she’ha’zman 

grama, women are exempt. This is only one opinion in the braita that 

is cited in this Gemara, though. The braita begins by saying  הכל חייבין

 Everyone is obligated in - בציצית, כהנים, לוים וישראלים, גרים, נשים ועבדים

tzitzit – Kohanim, Levi’im, Yisraelim, converts, women, and slaves. It is 

only after presenting this opinion that believes everyone, including 

women, is obligated to wear tzitzit that the braita cites the position 

of R’ Shimon who exempts women. Even so, all the poskim follow R’ 

Shimon’s opinion and conclude that tzitzit are considered  זמן גרמא 

and women are exempt.25 

Possible Concerns with Women Wearing Tzitzit 
Just because tzitzit are a mitzvat aseh she’ha’zman grama and 

women are not obligated to wear them, why wouldn’t women be 

encouraged to optionally don tzitzit the same way as they are 

encouraged to opt to sit in a sukkah and shake a lulav? As we saw 

earlier, the clear psak halacha is that women may choose to perform 

 and in general, they are even encouraged to do so.26 Why ,מצוות רשות

should tzitzit be any different? 

 
23 Menachot 43a. 
24 Bamidbar 15:39. 
25 For example, see Rambam Hilchot Tzitzit 3:8-9 and Shulchan Aruch Orach 

Chayim 17:1-2. 
26 This is the widespread position within the Ashkenazi Modern Orthodox 

community. Some right-wing communities and Sephardi communities do not 
encourage women to perform mitzvot from which they are exempt. There are 
a variety of possible reasons for this: believing that it is preferable to put all of 
one’s efforts into mitzvot in which one is obligated; not wanting women to get 
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Concern #1:  בגד איש 

One issue brought up regarding women wearing tzitzit is the 

prohibition of בגד איש. In Devarim 22:5, the pasuk states: 

י תֹוֲעַבת  ָשה כִּ ְמַלת אִּ ְלַבש ֶגֶבר שִּ ָשה ְוֹלא יִּ י ֶגֶבר ַעל אִּ ְהֶיה ְכלִּ ֱאֹלֶהיָך   יקוקֹלא יִּ
ֶלה ה אֵּ   :ָכל ֹעשֵּ

A man’s garments should not be upon a woman and a man 
should not wear women’s clothing because it is an abomination 
to God all who do this. 

In יונתן גוליין  s translation of this pasuk, he writes’תרגום  יהיה   לא 

איתא על  גבר  תקוני  דהינון  ותפילין   The garments of tzitzit and – דציצית 

tefillin which are men’s ornaments should not be on a woman. Clearly, he 

thinks tzitzit falls into the category of men’s clothing, and it would 

therefore be a violation of בגד איש for women to wear them.  

Responses to the בגד איש Concern 

The איש  problem can easily be resolved by creating tzitzit בגד 

specially made for women, so that they are no longer men’s 

clothing. And that might not even be necessary because most poskim 

agree that what is considered  בגד איש is dependent on the time and 

place, so if women all started wearing tzitzit it would not be 

considered בגד איש at all. In addition, tzitzit should not fall under the 

category of בגד איש because בגד איש only applies when someone is 

 
used to performing mitzvot that they might find difficult to continue once they 
have children; believing that by exempting women, God was expressing that 
these mitzvot are not meant for women; associating women performing these 
mitzvot with feminism and/or a sense that the women “are trying to be like 
men;” simply a cultural norm that developed. In contrast, the Ashkenazi 
Modern Orthodox community generally takes the position that obviously 
performing more mitzvot is a religiously desirable thing to do. Though women 
are technically exempt from mitzvot aseh she’ha’zman grama (perhaps to be 
available to take care of young children), of course God prefers that they 
perform them whenever they are able to.  
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dressing as the opposite sex in order to inappropriately mix with the 

other gender.27  

Additionally, it is important to note that this concern is not 

brought up by later poskim as grounds to prohibit women from 

wearing tzitzit. Most poskim do not mention begged ish at all in their 

discussion of a woman wearing tzitzit,28 and even Rav Moshe 

Feinstein who does raise it, simply recommends that if a woman 

wants to wear tzitzit, she should wear one designed specifically for 

women.29 Thus, he acknowledges the halachic concern of begged ish 

but does not think it prevents a woman from being able to wear 

tzitzit. 

 
27 This is stated explicitly in Nazir 59a, where the Gemara states:  

ָשה" י ֶגֶבר ַעל אִּ ְהֶיה ְכלִּ ָשה   ?ַמאי ַתְלמּוד לֹוַמר  -  "ֹלא יִּ ְמַלת אִּ יש שִּ ְלַבש אִּ ם ֶשֹּלא יִּ אִּ
יש  ְמַלת אִּ ָשה שִּ י ְכָבר ֶנֱאַמר    , ְואִּ יא"ֲהרֵּ ָבה הִּ ָבה  "תֹועֵּ ין ָכאן תֹועֵּ ְלַבש   !ְואֵּ ֶאָלא ֶשֹּלא יִּ

ין ָהֲאָנשִּ  ב בֵּ שֵּ יש ְותֵּ ְמַלת אִּ ָשה שִּ ים ְואִּ ין ַהָנשִּ ב בֵּ ָשה ְויֵּשֵּ ְמַלת אִּ יש שִּ   .יםאִּ
“A man’s garments should not be upon a woman” – What is this 
pasuk teaching? If that a man should not wear a woman’s garment 
and woman should not wear a man’s, the Torah has already labeled 
violating this prohibition as an abomination (תועבה) and merely 
wearing the other gender’s clothing is not an abomination. Rather, it 
is teaching that a man should not wear a woman’s clothing and 
thereby sit among the women, and a woman should not wear a 
man’s clothing and thereby sit among the men.  

Clearly then, a woman wearing tzitzit should not fall under the category of   בגד
 .since she is not doing so in order to mix inappropriately with men איש

28 For example, the Rama raises whether women who want to wear tzitzit may 
do so, and he paskens בידן  they are permitted. The only concern he – הרשות 
raises with it is appearing arrogant (mechzei ke’yuhara) as will be discussed in 
the next section. He does not raise begged ish at all. Similarly, neither the Chayei 
Adam (Chelek 1, Klal 11, Se’if 43) nor the Aruch HaShulchan (Orach Chayim 17:2-
3) mention begged ish at all in their discussions of women wearing tzitzit. 

29 Rav Moshe Feinstein (Iggrot Moshe, Orach Chayim 4:49) gives a nod to this 
concern by recommending that if a woman wants to wear tzitzit, she should 
wear one designed specifically for women. Thus, he acknowledges the halachic 
concern of begged ish but does not think it prevents a woman from being able 
to wear tzitzit. 
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Concern #2: מיחזי כיוהרא - Appearing Arrogant 

 Begged ish is not the only problem raised regarding women 

wearing tzitzit. In Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 17:2, it states 

regarding tzitzit: 

ומ"מ אם   הגה:נשים ועבדים פטורים, מפני שהיא מצות עשה שהזמן גרמא.  
 , כמו בשאר מצות עשה שהזמן גרמא , הרשות בידן , רוצים לעטפו ולברך עליו

פי'    ,ולכן אין להן ללבוש ציצית, הואיל ואינו חובת גברא   , מחזי כיוהראאך  
 אינו חייב לקנות לו טלית כדי שיתחייב בציצית.

Rav Yosef Karo: Women and slaves are exempt [from wearing 
tzitzit] because it is a positive time-bound commandment.  
Rama: Despite being exempt, if women want to wear tzitzit, 
permission is in their hands, just like with all other positive time-
bound commandments. But it makes her appear arrogant, and 
therefore women should not wear tzitzit, since it is not an 
obligation upon the person, meaning one is not obligated to 
purchase a four-cornered garment so as to be obligated in tzitzit.  

At first glance, it is not readily apparent why it should be 

considered more arrogant for a woman to wear tzitzit than for her 

to shake a lulav,30 or voluntarily perform any other mitzvat aseh 

she’ha’zman grama.  

The Mishna Berura explains:31 

ותרוייהו גברא(  )חובת  ח"ג  ולאו  גברא  חובת  ציצית  גבי  דאנן פסקינן   ודע 
 בש הטליתלקולא. חובת גברא לקולא למעוטי חובת מנא שכל זמן שאינו לו

לאו חובת גברא שאינו חייב לקנות    . אע"פ שיש לו ד' כנפות פטורה מציצית
רק אם יש לו טלית מד' כנפות ולובשו אז חייב   ,לו טלית כדי שיתחייב בציצית

 .בציצית עיין סי' י"ט 

He is saying that tzitzit is both a חובת גברא, an obligation on the 

person himself and a חובת חפצא, an obligation on the object of the 

clothing, and it is lenient on both counts. The fact that there are 

elements of the obligation that are on the person rather than the 

 
30 Both are positive time-bound commandments from which women are exempt, 

yet women are encouraged to perform the mitzva of lulav on Sukkot but are 
discouraged from performing the mitzva of donning tzitzit.  

31 17:5. 
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garment is reflected in the fact that a person only needs to put tzitzit 

on four-cornered garments that he is currently wearing; he 

shoulders no obligation to ensure that the four-cornered garments 

hanging in his closet have fringes.32 The fact that there are elements 

of the mitzva which are generated by the object of the clothing rather 

than the person is evident from the fact that men bear no obligation 

to purchase a four-cornered garment in order to put tzitzit on it.33 A 

man can live his entire life and never wear tzitzit without violating 

the mitzva if he simply never wears a four-cornered garment.34  

The result of all of the above is that women are doubly exempt. 

This is because even a man does not need to specifically go out to 

purchase a four-cornered garment, and a woman does not need to 

put tzitzit on a four-cornered garment even if she wears one. Thus, 

a woman who wears tzitzit is going out of her way to purchase a 

four-cornered garment, and is then going above and beyond her 

obligations by making sure that that garment has tzitzit attached. 

This, explains the Mishna Berura, is what makes the Rama feel 

women might appear arrogant if they take on this mitzva from 

which they are doubly exempt.  

 
32 This is in contrast to the mitzva of mezuzot, which a person must ensure are on 

the doorposts of his home regardless of whether he is currently there or not. 
Mezuza is a חובת חפצא - the obligation is on the object of the home. 

33 The mitzva of tzitzit really entails attaching fringes to the corners of the 
garment itself. Most shirts nowadays have rounded bottoms, not square. In 
order to have the opportunity to perform the mitzva of tzitzit, men nowadays 
purchase four-cornered garments that have strings attached to the corners, and 
wear it under their shirts. The tzitzit themselves are just the fringes. The square 
 to which the fringes are attached is merely for the purpose of creating a בגד
four-cornered garment so that the obligation of tzitzit can be activated, thereby 
enabling men to perform this mitzva even when their actual shirt is not four-
cornered.  

34 This is in contrast to the mitzva of matzah which a person MUST eat the night 
of the 15th of Nissan independent of any particular circumstances. 
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The Aruch HaShulchan35 offers a different explanation as to why 

the Rama discourages a woman from choosing to wear tzitzit lest 

she be viewed as arrogant, yet he expresses no such concern about 

her choosing to perform any of the other mitzvot aseh she’ha’zman 

grama: 

ולולב דהוי פעם אחת בשנה והמצוה כרגע אבל ואינו דומה ל וסוכה  שופר 
 .ציצת מצוותה כל השנה ולא נאה לנשים

It [tzitzit] is not similar to shofar, sukka, and lulav because those 
are done once a year and the mitzva takes a moment, but tzitzit 
are worn the entire year, and it is not appropriate (נאה) for 
women to take on this mitzva.  

In other words, the Aruch HaShulchan believes that it is more 

arrogant to take on a mitzva that is done every day than one which 

is performed only once a year. 

Responses to the יוהרא Concern 

The very Rama that raises the arrogance concern begins by 

stating that women who want to wear tzitzit are permitted to do so, 

just as with all other positive, time-bound commandments -   אם

עליו ולברך  לעטפו  בידן  , רוצים  מצו  , הרשות  בשאר  גרמאכמו  שהזמן  עשה  ת  . 

Thus, it is clear that יוהרא is only a reason to advise against women 

wearing tzitzit; it does not actually make it אסור for women to do so.  

Furthermore, examining how the concept of יוהרא plays out in 

another case in halacha indicates that there are situations in which 

the יוהרא concern is overridden by other factors. Rav Yosef Karo 

discusses whether someone should sit or stand for reciting Shema. 

In Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 63:2, he states: 

 להחמיר לעמוד כשהוא יושב ולקרותה מעומד נקרא עבריין  המי שרוצ

 
 ערוך השולחן אורח חיים הלכות ציצית סימן יז  35
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One who wants to be stringent and stand when he had 
previously been sitting and to recite Shema standing is called a 
sinner. 

The Magen Avraham36 explains: 

ואם א למיחש ליוהרא מנדין אותו  מי שמחמיר בפני רבים בדבר שמותר דאיכ
ואם מחמיר בפני רבו ורבו מיקל מנדין  ידוע שעושה לש"ש אין מנדין אותו

   ... אותו אפי' עביד לש"ש 

One who is stringent in public in a matter that is permissible, 
such that there is concern for arrogance, we excommunicate him. 
And if it is known that he is acting for the sake of Heaven, we do 
not excommunicate him. And if he is stringent in front of his 
teacher, and his teacher is lenient, we excommunicate him even 
if he is acting for the sake of Heaven…”  

In other words, the Magen Avraham is explaining that the reason 

the Shulchan Aruch says that a person who stands up to say Shema is 

called a sinner is that it is arrogant (יוהרא) to stand when the halacha 

does not require doing so. The Magen Avraham adds that such a 

person should even be excommunicated. However, then the Magen 

Avraham adds a very important caveat. He says that if the person 

standing up is doing so for the sake of Heaven (שמים  it is ,(לשם 

permissible and such a person should not be excommunicated. This 

indicates that even when an action might appear arrogant, it is 

permitted if it is motivated by appropriate intentions. This can be 

applied to the יוהרא of women wearing tzitzit: If a woman wants to 

wear tzitzit, even though doing so might appear haughty, it should 

be permitted if she is doing it לשם שמים, which only she can know.  

Additionally, a woman can wear her tzitzit under her clothing so 

no one else can see them, thus avoiding the mechzei ke’yuhara 

problem entirely.  

 
 מגן אברהם על שולחן ערוך אורח חיים הלכות קריאת שמע סימן סג סעיף ב 36
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Can Women Choose to Take on The Mitzva of Tzitzit? 
Many of our classic Rishonim, Achronim, and poskim explicitly 

state that it is permissible for women to wear tzitzit. The Rambam 

states in Hilchot Tzitzit 3:9: 

 מצות שרצו להתעטף בציצית מתעטפים בלא ברכה וכן שאר  םונשים ועבדי
 רצו לעשות אותן בלא ברכה אין ממחין בידןפטורות מהן אם  עשה שהנשים

Women and slaves who want to wear tzitzit can do so without a 
bracha, and similarly, the rest of the positive commandments 
from which women are exempt, if they want to perform them 

without a bracha, 37 we do not protest. 

The Rambam clearly does not distinguish between a woman 

wearing tzitzit and her sitting in a sukkah or performing any other 

mitzvat aseh she’ha’zman grama - all may be performed. Similarly, the 

Sefer HaChinuch writes in Mitzva 386 that women who want may 

wear tzitzit: 

 ואם רצו הנקבות להתעטף מתעטפות  

And if the women want to wear tzitzit, they can wear tzitzit.  

Significantly, the Chayei Adam, a prominent Ashkenazi posek in 

the late 1700’s38 - after the time of the Rama who raised the  יוהרא 

concern – writes: 

  39ומכל מקום אם רוצות ללבוש ולברך, יכולות לברך 

Even though women are exempt, if they want to wear tzitzit and 
recite the bracha, they can –  

and he does not tack on any discouragement afterwards.  

 
37 Regarding the Rambam’s discouragement of women from reciting a bracha 

when performing a mitzva from which they are exempt, see footnote 18 above.  
38 Rav Avraham Danzig, 1748-1820, Poland, Prague, Vilna. 
  חיי אדם חלק א כלל יא  סעיף מג 39
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Even Rav Moshe Feinstein, one of the greatest and most widely 

accepted poskim of the 20th century, writes:  

גם על ציצית שייך לאשה שתרצה ללבוש בגד שיהיה בצורה אחרת מבגדי  
זו... אבל פשוט  מצוה בו ציצית ולקיים אנשים אבל יהיה בד' כנפות ולהטיל 

 40שהוא רק בחשקה נפשה לקיים מצות אף כשלא נצטוותה 

Also regarding tzitzit, it is appropriate that a woman might want 
to wear a garment that is a different style than a man’s but that 
has four corners and to attach tzitzit to it and fulfill this mitzva… 
But it is clear that this is only if what motivates her is that her 
soul desires to fulfill mitzvot even when she is not commanded 
[and not some other agenda]. 

 Rav Moshe explicitly permits women to wear tzitzit. He adds 

two caveats: that a woman’s tzitzit be distinguishable from a man’s 

so as to avoid איש  and that her motivation be to fulfill more ;בגד 

mitzvot, not some feminist agenda. Still, the fact remains that as 

significant an authority as Rav Moshe allows sincerely motivated 

women to wear tzitzit.  

At first, it seems shocking that so many poskim permit women to 

wear tzitzit, given how marginalized the practice is in Orthodox 

circles. However, now that we have studied the sources, it is not 

surprising at all, since as we have seen, there are no substantive 

grounds on which to forbid it.  

Once there are no serious halachic concerns and many significant 

poskim permit it, I cannot help but wonder: Shouldn’t it even be 

commendable for a woman to want to take on an additional mitzva, 

especially one which we highlight every day when reciting Shema, 

and which reminds its wearer of God and His mitzvot?  
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Tefillin 

Women’s Exemption from Tefillin 
The question of whether women can don tefillin is a little more 

complicated. Before tackling the complex issues, we first must 

understand how we even know women are exempt. The mishna in 

Brachot 3:3 explicitly states: 

בתפלה  וחייבין  התפילין  ומן  שמע  מקריאת  פטורין  וקטנים  ועבדים  נשים 
 ובמזוזה ובברכת המזון 

Women, slaves, and children are exempt from kriat shema and 
tefillin, and obligated in davening, mezuza, and benching.  

The Gemara in Kiddushin 34a explains:  

אף תפילין   , מה תלמוד תורה נשים פטורות   -  ותפילין גמר לה מתלמוד תורה
   . נשים פטורות 

Tefillin is derived from talmud Torah - just like women are exempt 
from talmud Torah, so too are they exempt from tefillin.  

What the Gemara is saying is that we know that women are 

exempt from tefillin because the mitzva of tefillin is stated right next 

to the mitzva of talmud Torah in both Devarim 6:7-8 (the ואהבת 

paragraph of Shema) and in Devarim 11:18-19 (the שמע   והיה אם   

paragraph),41 creating a linkage (היקש) between the two. The Gemara 

 
41 Devarim 6:7-8: 

ְבשְׇכְבָךָ֖ ּוְבקּו יֶתָ֙ך֙ ּוְבֶלְכְתָךֵ֣ ַבֶּדֶֶּ֔רְך ּוָֽ ְבְתָך֤ ְבבֵּ ַבְרָתָ֖ ָב֑ם ְבשִּ ַנְנָתֵ֣ם ְלָבֶנֶּ֔יָך ְודִּ ָך׃ ְושִּ  ֶמָֽ
יָך׃ יֶנָֽ ֶּ֥ין עֵּ  ּוְקַשְרָתֶּ֥ם ְלאָֹ֖ות ַעל־ָיֶדָ֑ך ְוָהיֶּּ֥ו ְלֹטָטֹפָ֖ת בֵּ

The first pasuk talks about the requirement to teach one’s sons Torah 
and be engaged in Torah discussions at all times, and the second 
contains the mitzva to bind tefillin on one’s arm and place them 
between one’s eyes.  

Devarim 11:18-19: 
ל־ַנְפְשֶכ֑ם ּוְקַשְרֶתֶׁ֨ם ֹאָת֤ם ְלאֹות֙ ַעל־ֶיְדֶכֶּ֔ם  ֶֶּ֔לה ַעל־ְלַבְבֶכָ֖ם ְוַעָֽ ְוַשְמֶתם֙ ֶאת־ְּדָבַרֵ֣י אֵּ

ם׃   יֶכָֽ ינֵּ ֶּ֥ין עֵּ  ְוָהיֶּּ֥ו ְלטֹוָטֹפָ֖ת בֵּ
ַבֶּדֶּ֔רֶ  ּוְבֶלְכְתָךֵ֣  יֶתָ֙ך֙  ְבבֵּ ְבְתָך֤  ְבשִּ ָב֑ם  ֵ֣ר  ְלַדבֵּ יֶכָ֖ם  ֶאת־ְבנֵּ ֹאָתּ֛ם  ַּמְדֶתֶּ֥ם  ְבשְׇכְבָךָ֖ ְולִּ ּוָֽ ְך 

ָך׃  ּוְבקּוֶמָֽ
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has already established that women are exempt from talmud Torah;42 

thus the linkage applies women’s exempt status to tefillin as well. 

The Mechilta de’Rabbi Yishmael43 explains further that the phrase   למען

 found in Shemot 13:9 in the context of tefillin teaches תהיה תורת ה' בפיך

that only people obligated in learning Torah are obligated in 

tefillin.44 In addition to all this, tefillin is a mitzvat aseh she’ha’zman 

grama, because tefillin are not worn on Shabbat or holidays, so 

women are exempt. In fact, tefillin is the prototypical mitzvat aseh 

she’ha’zman grama  from which the Gemara makes a binyan av and 

derives the general rule about women’s exemption from all such 

mitzvot.45  

Can Women Voluntarily Take On the Mitzva of Tefillin? 

The Gemara and Early Rishonim Say Yes 

Though it is clear from all the sources above that women are not 

obligated in tefillin, none of them address whether women may 

choose to optionally put on tefillin, just as they may choose to sit in 

a sukka or shake a lulav.  

Interestingly, up until relatively recently, Rabbinic literature 

overwhelmingly supported women taking on the mitzva of tefillin. 

First, the Gemara in Eiruvin 96a explicitly states: 

ים יחּו ָבּה ֲחָכמִּ ין ְוֹלא מִּ ילִּ י ָהְיָתה ַמַנַחת ְתפִּ יַכל ַבת כּושִּ  . מִּ

 
The first pasuk mentions the mitzva of tefillin, and the second one 
mandates teaching Torah to one’s sons. 

42 The Gemara has already proven this several dapim earlier, on Kiddushin 29b, 
based on a drasha on Devarim 11:19 (also in Shema)   "ולמדתם אותם את בניכם" – 
  .And you shall teach your sons”- and not your daughters“ – ולא בנותיכם

43 Mechilta de’Rabbi Yishmael Shemot 13:9. 
44 The Mechilta reads as follows: 

ְהֶיה תֹוַרת יָך״ )שמות יג:ט(. ֹלא   ה'  ״ְלַמַען תִּ י ֶשהּוא ַחָיב ְבַתְלמּוד תֹוָרהְבפִּ י ֶאָלא ְבמִּ כָ   ,ָאַמְרתִּ ן  א מִּ
ים ים ַוֲעָבדִּ ָנשִּ ין, חּוץ מִּ לִּ ין ַבְתפִּ  .ָאְמרּו: ַהֹכל ַחָיבִּ

45 See the Mitzvot Aseh She’ha’zman Grama section earlier in this paper, including 
footnote 2 there. 
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 Michal, Shaul’s daughter, wore tefillin and the rabbis did not 
protest against her. 

 The Talmud Yerushalmi46 contains a different version in which 

an opinion is cited that the rabbis did protest,47 but we always follow 

the Bavli over the Yerushalmi.48 Since the rabbis in the Bavli did not 

protest Michal wearing tefillin, it proves that although not all rabbis 

support women taking on the mitzva of tefillin, it is certainly not 

assur because otherwise, the rabbis of the Bavli would surely have 

protested. In fact, the Ramban49 explains that the reason that the 

rabbis did not protest is that tefillin is a mitzvat reshut, and as we’ve 

seen earlier, we pasken like R’ Shimon and R’ Yosi that women are 

permitted to optionally perform mitzvot from which they are 

exempt. Clearly, the mitzva of tefillin was not viewed differently than 

any other time-bound positive commandment.  

Similarly, the Sefer HaChinuch asserts:50 

 .ומכל מקום אם רצו להניח אין ממחין בידם ושכר יש להן

Despite being exempt, if women want to don tefillin, we do not 
protest and they receive a reward. 

In addition, the Rashba writes:51 

והסכמתי כדברי מי שאומר שאם רצו עושות כל מצות עשה ומברכות ממעשה  
 .מנחת תפילין דמיכל בת שאול שהיתה

 
 תלמוד ירושלמי מסכת ברכות פרק ב דף ד טור ג /ה"ג 46
47 The exact text of the Yerushalmi is: 

ולא מיחו   םעולה לרגלי השל יונה הית ואשתו ןלובשת תפילי ההתיבון הרי מיכל בת כושי הית
 ים.ר' חזקיה בשם ר' אבהו אשתו של יונה הושבה מיכל בת כושי מיחו בידיה חכמ  ים, בידיה חכמ

48 In addition, even the Yerushalmi cites only one opinion, that of Rebbe 
Chizkiya in the name of Rebbe Abahu, that the Rabbis protested. The first 
position it cites also states that the Rabbis did not protest.  

 רמב״ן קידושין ל״א  49
 ספר החינוך מצוה תכא  50
  שו"ת הרשב"א חלק א סימן קכג51
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And I agree with the one who says that if women want, they can 
perform all positive commandments and make the brachot, based 
on the story of Michal bat Shaul who wore tefillin.  

Clearly, the Rashba groups tefillin together with the other mitzvot 

aseh she’ha’zman grama without making any distinction. Moreover, 

he uses the example of Michal wearing tefillin to prove that women 

are allowed to optionally take on all mitzvot aseh she’ha’zman grama 

and recite brachot on them!  

When Did This Change? 
The first posek to explicitly come out against women wearing 

tefillin wasn’t until the 1200’s with the Maharam of Rothenburg. In 

the halachic compendium, the Sefer Kolbo, the Maharam is cited as 

stating: 52 

 .ואם רצו להניח אין שומעין להן מפני שאינן יודעות לשמור עצמן בנקיות

And if women want to wear tefillin, we do not listen to them 
because they do not know how to maintain their cleanliness.  

What exactly is this “cleanliness” requirement and why does the 

Maharam think it prevents women from being allowed to wear 

tefillin?  

Guf Naki 

The Talmud Bavli states on Shabbat 49a that when wearing 

tefillin, one needs a נקי  The Gemara then asks the obvious .גוף 

question: What exactly constitutes נקי  The Amoraim offer two ?גוף 

options: not passing wind in tefillin or not sleeping in tefillin.53 This 

requirement has seemingly no unique bearing on women – anyone 

who wears tefillin, regardless of gender or level of halachic 

 
 ספר כלבו סימן כא  52
53 The text of the sugya is: 

אמר רבי ינאי: תפילין צריכין גוף נקי כאלישע בעל כנפים. מאי היא? אביי אמר: שלא יפיח   
 .בהן. רבא אמר: שלא יישן בהן
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obligation, needs to be careful not to pass wind or fall asleep while 

wearing them. This is not a particularly onerous standard; both 

genders seem capable of maintaining it.  

The requirement of guf naki is first raised as a possible reason to 

discourage women from wearing tefillin by Tosafot. As cited earlier, 

in an effort to suggest a possible logic for the REJECTED opinion of 

Rabbi Yehuda who discourages women from performing positive 

time-bound commandments,54 Tosafot suggest that:55 

ונראה לפרש דטעמא למ"ד דלא הוי רשות משום דתפילין צריכין גוף 
 נקי ונשים אין זריזות ליזהר 

It seems correct to explain that the reasoning of the one [R’ 
Yehuda] who says that women are not permitted [to optionally 
perform certain mitzvot] is that tefillin require guf naki and 
women are not conscientious to be careful.   

Although Tosafot were simply propounding a possible 

explanation of a rejected opinion (as discussed earlier, we pasken 

that women MAY perform most positive time-bound mitzvot), the 

Maharam of Rothenburg seized upon this idea of women not being 

careful about guf naki, and based upon it, actively discouraged 

women from wearing tefillin. The Maharam was the Gadol HaDor of 

his time, and once he espoused this position, most other Rishonim, 

Achronim, and Poskim began to actively discourage women from 

wearing tefillin, largely due to the guf naki concern. Eventually, even 

the Rama, the giant of Ashkenazi psak who lived in the 1500’s, 

wrote:56  

 
54 As explained above in the Mitzvot Reshut section, Tosafot radically reinterpret 

the position of Rabbi Yehuda.  Instead of understanding him as universally 
prohibiting women from performing any mitzva from which they are exempt, 
Tosafot claim that Rabbi Yehuda only meant to prohibit women from a few very 
specific mitzvot, each for its own particular reason. 

55 Tosafot Eiruvin 96a, s.v. מיכל בת כושי היתה מנחת תפילין. 
56 Orach Chayim 38:3. 
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 מוחין בידם ואם הנשים רוצין להחמיר על עצמן
If women want to be stringent [and wear tefillin even though 
they’re exempt] we protest. 

 The Mishna Berura’s comment there clearly reflects the thinking 

of the Maharam: 

 . מפני שצריכין גוף נקי ונשים אין זריזות להזהר

[The protest] is because tefillin require guf naki and women are 
not conscientious to be careful.    

The question is: Why would women be any less capable of 

maintaining guf naki than their male counterparts? 

The seemingly obvious suggestion would be due to women’s 

monthly menstruation, especially since in those days, they did not 

have advanced feminine hygiene products. However, as cited 

above, the Gemara explicitly asks what maintaining guf naki entails 

and answers: not passing gas or sleeping while wearing tefillin. 

Neither of those relate to menstruation or anything more difficult 

for women to control than men. Thus, the question remains: Why 

should women be any less capable of maintaining guf naki while 

wearing tefillin than men? 

The Ramban suggests: 57 

  משום שהנשים דעתן קלות ותפילין צריכין גוף נקי

…because women are simple-minded and tefillin require guf 
naki. 

The Ramban here is explaining the position of R’ Yehuda (not 

stating his own position) and he suggests that women’s supposed 

intellectual inferiority renders them less capable of maintain a guf 

naki.  

 
  רמב״ן קידושין ל״א 57
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Alternatively, the Chayei Adam58 posits that since women are not 

obligated in tefillin, they won’t be as careful about controlling their 

gas or not sleeping while wearing tefillin as men who are obligated.  

In other words, women are not less capable than men of maintaining 

guf naki; they simply might be less careful about doing so due to 

their un-obligated status.  

The Aruch HaShulachan59 has a novel suggestion. He asserts that 

guf naki is in fact, a difficult to standard to maintain - for men as well 

as for women. We are concerned that no one can properly sustain it, 

and therefore we whittle everyone’s tefillin-wearing down to the 

bare minimum. For men who are obligated to don tefillin every day, 

the minimum is while davening Shacharit (during the time of the 

Gemara, men wore tefillin all day). For women, who are exempt, the 

minimum is to not wear them at all.  

Regardless of whether of one finds these explanations 

compelling, the fact is that most Rishonim, Achronim, and poskim who 

lived after the time of the Maharam discourage women from 

wearing tefillin due to the concern that women will not properly 

maintain guf naki.  

Other Concerns Raised about Women Wearing Tefillin – 

Begged Ish, Hesech HaDa’at, Minhag Yisrael 

Though guf naki is the most prominent concern mitigating 

against women wearing tefillin, several other issues are raised as 

well. One is the same issue raised regarding tzitzit: begged ish. As 

 
 חיי אדם חלק א כלל יא  סעיף מג:  58

לא יהיו נזהרות כראוי שלא   שאינן מחוייבות להחמיר על עצמן, מוחין בידם, דמפנידאם רצו  "
 " יישנו בהם ושלא יפיחו

 ערוך השלחן אורח חיים סימן לח סעיף ו 59
ולכן אין מניחין כל היום כמ"ש   ק"ש ותפלה בהכרח שיזהרו בהם בשעת אך אנשים שמחויבים"

 בשעת ק"ש ותפלה מן בחשש גדול כזה ואצלןלמה יכניסו עצ בסי' הקודם וא"כ נשים שפטורות
 ." כל היום לפיכך אין מניחין אותן להניח תפילין כלאנשים
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stated above in our discussion of tzitzit, Targum Yonatan translates 

the pasuk in Devarim 22:5 which states ָשה י ֶגֶבר ַעל אִּ ְהֶיה ְכלִּ  :as ֹלא יִּ

 . לא יהיה גוליין דציצית ותפילין דהינון תקוני גבר על איתא 

The garments of tzitzit and tefillin which are men’s garments 
should not be upon a woman.  

An additional reason for discouraging women from wearing 

tefillin, the reason that is frequently cited today, is that when 

wearing tefillin, one is not permitted to experience היסח הדעת, which 

is usually interpreted as mind-wandering. Rav Moshe Feinstein 

writes: 60 

להניח תפילין כתבו התוס' עירובין דף צ"ו ע"א ד"ה מיכל דצריך למחות   ורק
זו  שמטעם בהיסח הדעתבידן משום דתפילין צריך זריזות מרובה בגוף נקי ו

המועט  כל היום אלא רק זמן בתפילין נמנעין מלהניחם אף אנשים שמחוייבין
 .בשחרית דתפלה

Rav Moshe makes the identical argument as the Aruch 

HaShulchan cited above – that because it is difficult to maintain the 

high standards required of someone wearing tefillin, everyone 

should limit his/her tefillin-wearing to the bare minimum, which for 

men, who shoulder an obligation to wear tefillin, is while davening 

Shacharit, and for women, who are exempt, is to not wear them at 

all. His major chiddush (innovation) is to focus on היסח הדעת, not just 

guf naki, as part of the high standards demanded of someone 

wearing tefillin. Inserting the two words of היסח הדעת transforms it 

into a more compelling argument.  Passing wind and falling asleep 

are relatively easy to curb while wearing tefillin. Maintaining focus 

and concentration is significantly more difficult to control.  

A final issue that must be seriously considered is minhag Yisrael. 

For hundreds, maybe thousands, of years, women have not worn 

tefillin. Minhag holds significant halachic weight, and should not be 

 
 שו"ת אגרות משה אורח חיים חלק ד סימן מט  60
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discounted lightly. A change in minhag, especially one which goes 

against the advice of many Rabbinic sources, should only be 

undertaken with Rabbinic backing. In an article published in 2014,61 

Rav Herschel Schacter, a highly respected Rosh Yeshiva at Yeshiva 

University, expresses his opposition to women wearing tefillin, 

saying that there is a “dangerous ideological implication to 

deviating from a centuries-old tradition without consulting first 

with the great Torah scholars of our day.” He continues that it is “an 

echo of the anti-authority, anti-tradition mentality of the 

Conservative movement, today’s tefillin issue has spawned a 

halachic ‘free-for-all,’ with rabbis of limited background and 

authority... publicly proclaiming their viewpoint on the Internet and 

choosing not to defer to the halachic experts.”62  

Responses to Concerns with Women Wearing Tefillin 

First, it is critical to note that the language of איסור is not 

employed in the context of women wearing tefillin. The language 

used in source after source is בידן  we protest.63 This - מוחין 

demonstrates that even those who are against the practice recognize 

that it is not assur, merely strongly discouraged.64  

In addition, it is important to note that discouraging women 

from donning tefillin is a relatively late development in halacha. The 

Bavli cites the example of Michal who wore tefillin and explicitly 

 
61 https://yuobserver.org/2014/02/opinions-vary-on-women-and-tefillin-question/  
62 This is a larger issue that extends beyond the question of women wearing 

tefillin. Although Rav Schacter is addressing here the specific question of 
women and tefillin, he is describing a growing trend of people turning towards 
Google instead of rabbis with all of their halachic questions. 

 רמ"א שולחן ערוך אורח חיים סימן לח סעיף ג  63
ך השולחן אורח חיים סימן לח סעיף וערו  

 שו"ת אגרות משה אורח חיים חלק ד סימן מט 
64 Rabbinic discouragement and guidance should not be disregarded without 

serious consideration and thought. Still, it is not as immutable as halachic issur. 

https://yuobserver.org/2014/02/opinions-vary-on-women-and-tefillin-question/
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writes that the rabbis did not protest.  All of the early Rishonim65 

seem to view tefillin as no different than any other mitzvat aseh 

she’ha’zman grama - women are exempt but may choose to perform. 

It was not until the Maharam in the 13th century that 

discouragement of women wearing tefillin became widespread. 

This, like the language of בידן  is yet another indication that ,מוחין 

women wearing tefillin is not אסור but rather Rabbinic advice, and 

late-developing advice at that. Although Rabbinic advice and 

guidance should not be disregarded, there is room to discuss 

whether their reasons for discouragement are still applicable,66 

and/or whether there might be reason here to not heed their advice.  

With that in mind, let’s analyze and assess the specific reasons 

women are discouraged from wearing tefillin. 

Responses to the Concern of  גוף נקי 

The first concern, and the one most often cited by Rishonim as 

well as by the Mishna Berura, is that women will not maintain the 

נקי  standard required of someone wearing tefillin. This is a גוף 

difficult argument to sustain. The Gemara is very clear in defining 

what constitutes guf naki  - not passing gas or falling asleep while 

wearing tefillin. Those are not overly difficult standards to maintain; 

women should be capable of handling that.  

As explicated above, the Rishonim and Achronim themselves 

realized that they needed to come up with some explanation as to 

 
65 Such as the Rambam, Sefer HaChinuch, and the Rashba cited above. 
66This raises the question about our general attitude to approaching kedusha and 

the risks involved. For example, when it comes to shmita, many people fear 
otzar beit din, produce harvested under the auspices of beit din, thus retaining 
their kedushat shevi’it (sanctity of the seventh year) because they are afraid that 
they will improperly dispose of them or use them inappropriately. Others 
embrace the opportunity to encounter this special form of kedusha every seven 
years in the produce we eat and feel that their response to the risks are to learn 
the halachot well, instead of avoiding the kedusha.  
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why women are suspected of being less capable than men of 

maintaining guf naki. The Ramban suggested that it is due to 

women’s feeble-mindedness. However, it is far from clear why 

intellectual acuity is necessary for one to be able to control passing 

wind or dozing off. In addition, we now know that women are just 

as intellectually capable as men.  

The Chayei Adam suggested that women’s lack of obligation is 

likely to lead them to take the mitzva less seriously and be less 

rigorous about maintaining the standards tefillin require. One could 

argue the opposite: Since taking on an additional mitzva reflects 

commitment, women who opt to voluntarily perform it are likely to 

be more, not less, dedicated to doing it properly.67  

Finally, there is the Aruch HaShulchan, who suggested that guf 

naki is a difficult standard for anyone to maintain, even men, and 

thus we restrict everyone’s tefillin-wearing to the minimum. There 

are at least two difficulties with this argument. One is that the 

Gemara explicitly defines guf naki, and it is not that difficult to 

maintain. Second, Aliza Berger points out in her article, “Wrapped 

Attention: May Women Wear Tefillin,”68 that it is not true that men 

have limited the amount of time that they wear tefillin to the bare 

minimum. The minimum amount would be to only wear tefillin for 

Shema and Shmoneh Esreh, yet men wear them for all of shacharit.69  

Additionally, the Aruch HaShulchan ends with the line: 

 
67 Since thirteen-year-old boys are obligated in tefillin, it implies that we believe 

that they are capable of maintaining this standard. There is no reason to 
suspect that committed women are not also able to do the same. 

68 Aliza Berger, “Wrapped Attention: May Women Wear Tefillin,” in M. Halpern 
and C. Safrai, eds., Jewish Legal Writings by Women (Jerusalem: Urim, 1998), 75-
118.  

69 Ibid. 105-106. 
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מזה  אין למידין   -"  מיכל בת שאול היתה מנחת תפילין ולא מיחו בה חכמים"
 . דמסתמא ידעו שהיא צדקת גמורה וידעה להזהר

The Aruch HaShulchan is suggesting here that the reason the 

rabbis allowed Michal bat Shaul to wear tefillin is that they knew she 

was a tzadeket who knew how to be careful about maintaining guf 

naki. This indicates that even the Aruch HaShulchan, who strongly 

discourages women from wearing tefillin, recognizes that there are 

some women who are capable of maintaining the required 

standards. That leads to the idea that though perhaps wearing 

tefillin should not be encouraged across-the-board for all women, 

maybe pious and dedicated women should be allowed to do so. 

Hopefully, the women who are considering taking on this extra 

mitzva are the ones who care deeply about mitzvot and will not take 

them lightly. 

Responses to the Concern of  בגד איש 

The next issue brought up is the concern about violating the issur 

of begged ish. Similar to tzitzit, the most significant weakness of this 

argument is that the poskim don’t pick up on this argument; virtually 

no one cites this among the reasons they discourage women from 

wearing tefillin.70 In addition, it could be argued that the only reason 

tefillin are considered begged ish is that women have not yet to take 

on this mitzva, not because there is something inherently male about 

tefillin. This could easily be resolved by more women wearing 

tefillin. Furthermore, the Gemara in Masechet Nazir quoted above 

limits begged ish to situations in which the person is wearing the 

other gender’s garments with the intent to mix inappropriately with 

the opposite gender, which is clearly not the case when a woman 

wears tefillin.  

 
70 See also the Begged Ish section in the Tzitzit part of this paper for a similar 

argument.  
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Responses to the Concern of  היסח הדעת 

The last reservation, raised by Rav Moshe Feinstein, is that of 

 that no one can properly maintain focus on their tefillin – היסח הדעת

as required and thus, wearing tefillin is “playing with fire” and 

should not be done if not necessary. There are many potential 

responses to this argument. For starters, it is not clear that  היסח הדעת 

means mind-wandering. Though there are some, such as the Kaf 

HaChayim,71 who do define hesech ha’da’at as thinking about anything 

other than tefillin while wearing them, the Rosh debunks this 

position. He points out that that cannot possibly be the definition of 

 because during the time of the Gemara, men wore tefillin היסח הדעת 

all day and obviously they had to function in daily life and could 

not possibly have been expected to think about their tefillin all day.72 

Therefore, the Rosh defines hesech ha’da’at as behaving with 

inappropriate levity while wearing tefillin. This is something both 

men and women are capable of avoiding.  

Alternatively, the Aruch HaShulchan defines הדעת  as היסח 

forgetting that one is wearing tefillin and therefore accidently 

passing wind in them or sleeping in them.73 This too is a problem 

women (and men) can avoid relatively easily since the wearer feels 

tefillin on one’s arm and head and is unlikely to forget about them, 

 
 כף החיים אורח חיים מ״ד:ג  71

הדעת  הסח  בעניין  מאד  החמיר  ז״ל  שהאר״י  ב׳  אות  כ״ח  סי׳  מש״ל  ועיין 
רגע אחד אסור  ואפילו שאפילו בהיותו מתפלל אסור להסיח דעתו מתפילין

 .יעו״שכאשר  להסיח דעתו מתפילין
 רא״ש ברכות ג׳:כ״ח  72

 דודאי היסח הדעת לא הוי אלא כשעומד בקלות ראש ובשחוק אבל כשעומד
ביראה ומתעסק בצרכיו אע״פ שעוסק במלאכתו ואומנתו ואין דעתו עליהן  

אדם להניח תפילין  ממש אין זה נקרא היסח הדעת דאי לא תימא הכי איך יוכל
 ?כל היום

 :דערוך השולחן אורח חיים כ״ח  73
מיושבת   דעתו  אין  או  מצטער,  לגמרי   –דכיון שהוא  עליהם  ישכח  בוודאי 

 .שינת קבע ויבוא לידי קלות ראש והיינו שיפיח בהם או יישן
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especially nowadays when tefillin are only worn during shacharit, a 

relatively short amount of time.  

It is also important to note that Rav Moshe Feinstein is the first 

to connect הדעת  with the discouragement of women from היסח 

wearing tefillin. Prior to the 1900’s, even those who dissuaded 

women from wearing tefillin did not mention היסח הדעת as a reason 

for their caution.  

Responses to the Consideration of Minhag Yisrael 
Changing a minhag with hundreds of years of history cannot be 

undertaken lightly or by lone individuals coming to their own 

conclusions. However, there are circumstances in which it can be 

done. For example, minhag Yisrael for countless generations was not 

to provide girls with a serious Torah education at all, let alone a 

rigorous Torah she’be’al peh one. For numerous reasons that are 

beyond the scope of this paper to present, that has changed in the 

last fifty years.  

Regarding women wearing tefillin, some eminent rabbis do 

permit it. Rav Eliezer Melamed, a well-respected contemporary 

rabbinic authority and author of the Peninei Halacha series,74 writes:75 

שרוצה להתעלות במצוות, ובאה לשאול אם טוב לה שתניח תפילין,  אשה
א בצנעה,  להניחן  ותרצה  תשתוקק  זאת  בכל  ואם  תניח.  שלא  ף ההוראה 

שרבים כתבו שיש למחות בידה, מכל מקום כיוון שיש לה על מי לסמוך, אין  
נכון למחות בידה, שכך הוא הכלל, בכל עת שיש לנוהג על מה לסמוך, אין 

 .למחות בידו

A woman who wants to elevate herself in mitzvot, and comes to 
ask if it would be good for her to wear tefillin, the guidance 
should be for her not to wear. And if, despite this, she longs and 

 
74 Peninei Halacha is a comprehensive series of books on halacha by Rabbi Eliezer 

Melamed, Rosh Yeshiva and Rav of the Har Bracha community. Over 200,000 
books from the Peninei Halacha series are studied in thousands of homes and 
educational institutions in Israel (ph.yhb.org.il). 

  רב אליעזר מלמד, פניני הלכה, הלכות תפילין י: יג –  נשים בתפילין 75
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desires to put on tefillin in private, then even though many have 
written that we should protest, since she has [Rabbinic figures] 
on whom to rely, it would not be right to protest, because the 
rule is as follows: Whenever the practitioner has what to rely 
upon, we should not protest his practice.  

Rav Melamed still would not recommend that a woman wear 

tefillin, but he thinks that if a woman wants to wear tefillin in private, 

she should be allowed to do so, since she has rabbis on whom to 

base her opinion. It could be that within a few years or decades, 

additional prominent rabbis will support it, perhaps even 

encourage it. Only time will tell.  

Given that there is some rabbinic support for it, then the fact that 

taking on this mitzva has potential to add significant meaning to a 

woman’s life and her connection to God, makes it worthy of 

consideration. In addition, it is simply a mitzva that one has the 

opportunity to perform – shouldn’t we all seize opportunities to 

perform additional mitzvot? The current minhag is to avoid 

performing mitzvot that we talk about every day in Shema; isn’t that 

a minhag worth considering changing? 

Interviews with Rabbis 

I conducted an informal survey of rabbis to find out what they 

would tell a woman who asked them if she could take on the mitzva 

of tefillin. I posed this question to seven rabbis: Rabbi Dr. Kenneth 

Brander, the President and Rosh HaYeshiva of the Ohr Torah Stone 

network; Rav David Brofsky, a Gemara Ram at Midreshet 

Lindenbaum, a teacher at Midreshet Torah V’Avoda, author of a 

halacha shiur for Yeshivat Har Etzion’s Virtual Beit Midrash (VBM), 

and the rabbinic liaison for the Giyur Ke’halacha conversion courts; 

Rav Shuki Reich, head of the Susie Bradfield Kollel for the past eight 

years, a teacher at Midreshet Lindenbaum, and a dayan trained at 

the Shevet U’Mechokek Institute; Rav Yoni Rosensweig, Rav of the 
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Netzach Menashe congregation in Beit Shemesh, Gemara Ram at 

Midreshet Lindenbaum, and founder of the Ma’aglei Nefesh Center 

for Halacha and Mental Health; Rav Aviad Sanders, Gemara Ram in 

Midreshet Lindenbaum’s Hadas program, a member of the Beit 

Hillel rabbinical organization, and a member of Tzohar; Rav Ohad 

Taharlev, Rosh HaMidrasha of the Lindenbaum Hadas program; and 

Rabbi Brahm Weinberg, Rav of the Kemp Mill Synagogue in Silver 

Spring, Maryland.  

All seven rabbis believe that if a woman would like to take on 

this mitzva it is halachically permissible for her to do so. However, all 

but two of them would advise her against it for various reasons. One 

rabbi said he would advise against it because of guf naki concerns, 

two responded that they would discourage it to save her from the 

social ostracization she would likely face, and two explained that 

they would discourage it because it is goes against minhag Yisrael.76  

My conversations with these rabbis confirmed that a woman 

who wants to wear tefillin clearly has halachic basis for doing so since 

none of the rabbis I consulted think it is halachically prohibited. Two 

of the seven rabbis would even encourage her to embrace this mitzva 

that she is inspired to take on. At the same time, she would likely 

 
76 One of the rabbis explained that he would work in tandem with the 

community to make sure everyone was educated about the topic and 
comfortable with a woman wearing tefillin in the community before advising 
the woman to do it. He elaborated that he would first suggest to the woman to 
try wearing tefillin in her own home for a few months to confirm it is something 
she wants to take on before wearing them in public. If after these months, she 
comes to him again and says that she is ready to start wearing tefillin in public, 
he would talk to his shul board about the validity of a woman wearing tefillin. 
He would then give a shiur to his community about the topic of women and 
tefillin and gauge the community reactions. He would then report back to the 
woman and let her know what she will likely experience if she wears tefillin in 
public. If she still feels ready to don them in public, then he would permit her 
to do so, and if not, he would advise her to continue wearing them in private 
at home. 
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encounter rabbinic opposition since five of the seven rabbis said 

they would discourage it. I think the fact that those rabbis offered 

different reasons than each other for inhibiting it (one guf naki, two 

minhag Yisrael, two communal disapproval/hostility) suggests that 

there are several potential issues with women donning tefillin, but 

none that is compelling enough to be a clear, universally agreed-

upon reason to oppose the practice.77 

Sociological Perspective 

Now that it’s been proven that wearing tzitzit and/or tefillin is 

something halachically legitimate for women to consider, the next 

step is to explore why this has not become a more common practice.  

Women’s personal experiences 
To delve deeper into the question of why more women haven’t 

taken it upon themselves to wear tefillin and/or tzitzit, I conducted 

interviews with women who have either taken on these mitzvot or 

who have considered it and then decided not to, in order to learn 

more from their personal experiences. I reached out to friends and 

family to ask if anyone knows a woman who falls into this category, 

in order to conduct my case studies about this issue. All of the 

women whom I interviewed are either currently part of a Modern 

Orthodox community, or were at some point, even if it is not the 

community with which they currently most identify.  

These interviews are key to the discussion about women and 

tefillin and tzitzit because they give a voice to the women who are 

the practical embodiment of this issue, regardless of whether or not 

they ultimately came to the decision to take on these mitzvot. The 

 
77 A woman who is considering taking on the mitzva of tefillin should consult 

with her halachic advisor/posek. Hopefully, reading something like this paper 
first will enable her to participate in the conversation in an educated way. 
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interviews reveal both the spiritual connections that women can 

have to these mitzvot, as well as the communal struggles that often 

come with them. Thus, they provide crucial information about the 

real-life satisfactions and challenges of taking on these mitzvot, 

which any woman considering taking them on should be aware of 

in order to make an educated decision.78 They present a purely 

sociological perspective, exploring women’s personal experiences 

with these mitzvot and with their communities’ reactions, without 

delving into the halachot, which have already been explored above. 

All of the ideas presented below represent the opinions of the 

women I interviewed, not my own. 

Chaya Valier  

Chaya Valier grew up in the Conservative Movement in the 

1980’s. While she greatly appreciated the Torah, Hebrew, and 

davening lessons she learned in her Conservative Movement 

synagogue, camps, and youth groups, she didn't feel comfortable 

once her synagogue began requiring women to wear tallitot when 

called up to the bima. She understood that the Conservative 

movement wanted to encourage women to have a greater role in 

tefilla and mitzvot, but “once they required the tallit - rather than 

making it optional - it crossed a line.” She felt that “the Conservative 

world, in its efforts toward gender equality, ended up telling 

women that the way to be equal was to be like men.” She believes 

that there is a value in having distinctions between the genders; they 

can be separate but equal in the religion. She also thinks there is 

value in being a Jewish woman, and feels that within the 

Conservative movement “there was no discussion about the beauty 

 
78 In addition to the halachic sources (which this paper has already explored), 

halachic decisions also take into account society, minhag, and experiential and 
emotional aspects of mitzvot. As stated before, one’s halachic advisor/posek 
should of course also play an important role in the decision.     
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and merit of being a Jewish woman - the only focus was on being 

able to do everything a man does.” Because of this, she eventually 

migrated to Orthodox circles. Her discomfort with being expected 

to wear a tallit played a significant role in leading her in this 

direction.  

Navit Tzadik 

Navit Tzadik grew up in the Orthodox world in America. Her 

parents gave her tefillin at her bat mitzva as they did her older 

siblings. Her mother had done research into the mitzvot of tefillin and 

tzitzit and had come to the conclusion that both are halachically 

permissible for women. She believed that if the next generation of 

women would take on these mitzvot, it would become socially 

acceptable and more commonplace. She chose to encourage all of 

her sons and daughters to perform these mitzvot in order to achieve 

that goal.  

When Navit was in school in America, she did not receive much 

extra attention for her tefillin because her older sisters had already 

borne most of the brunt of it.  However, she did occasionally feel 

responsible to represent women and this mitzva. She explained that 

if there was ever a photographer at the school during tefilla, she 

would “take a million pictures” of Navit. Navit disliked that both 

because “that's very awkward” and it “doesn't let you actually 

daven.” In addition, older people “were respectful and curious” and 

would come up to her a lot with “real curious questions.” None of 

these people were doing anything wrong or rude, but it made her 

feel like, “I'm fighting something that I had no idea what I'm doing.” 

On top of that, “I was told that it's supposed to be meaningful... and 

it did exactly the opposite. I was being attacked for it,” even if it was 

just out of curiosity. When her family moved to Israel and she began 

high school there, Navit decided to stop wearing tefillin since it had 
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been her parents' idea anyway, not her own, and she felt that it was 

not enhancing her davening experience.  

When I asked Navit the reason that she thinks more women 

don’t take on these mitzvot, it was not the answer I expected based 

on her personal experiences. I had thought she would say that since 

it requires one to advocate for her right to do these mitzvot, many 

women don’t want the pressure of taking it on. Instead, she 

answered that she thinks “that people are just not passionate about 

it enough.” She went on to explain that “in terms of statistics, how 

many people actually want to have that connection we're talking 

about? Very few, and even those who want to have that 

connection... many of them don't feel like that particular mitzva is 

what would make them more connected to God.” She believes that 

there simply aren’t enough people who care enough about taking 

on these mitzvot to actually make a difference.79  

Eden Migdal 

Eden Migdal had a similar experience to Navit, but she came to 

a very different conclusion. Just like Navit, Eden was given tefillin 

at her bat mitzva and found herself in the position of having to 

become an advocate for women and tefillin. She agrees with the 

ruling of the Halachic Egalitarian Movement80 that women are 

 
79 I agree with her that many women do not consider wearing tefillin or tzitzit, 

but I believe that that is because of the lack of women who do it in the Orthodox 
world. I think if more women were to take on these mitzvot, then more women 
would be inspired by them to take them on too. Also, I think it is important to 
educate both men and women about these mitzvot, and all mitzvot, so they will 
be more excited and inspired by them. 

80 Halachic Egalitarian refers to: “A type of prayer group, service, community, or 
personal practice where people of all genders participate fully and equally in 
prayer services or other ritual functions (particularly women also performing 
rituals traditionally ascribed to men), while maintaining an adherence to 
traditional halachic practice, and seeing the egalitarian aspects of practice as 
harmonious with halacha” (Jewish English Lexicon).  
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obligated in all mitzvot now that their status in society has changed, 

and so believes she is obligated in this mitzva. Even so, she described 

how “in the public eye I felt really awkward and uncomfortable” 

when wearing tefillin. Since she is one of the only women wearing 

tefillin, she just feels different. She noted that “anytime you do 

something in public and not a lot of people are doing it, that's 

challenging.” She stands out and she knows it, which is a hurdle she 

has had to overcome. She knows that many people feel 

uncomfortable at the sight of her in tefillin. She said that it’s hard 

“knowing that I'm doing something that I do every single day, like 

the way I brush my teeth in the morning, and for someone else, I'm 

triggering something.” She explained that some people are able to 

accept the fact that someone else is doing an unusual action, even 

one that they have been taught is wrong, but others are completely 

overwhelmed by it. She knows that it is not her responsibility to 

educate people but is torn knowing that she is being judged. In her 

opinion, one of the issues is the lack of information. When she 

encounters someone new in shul, she “can't sit down and have a 45-

minute conversation with them and explain to them all my 

reasoning,” but then they are left with “a really, really off-putting 

and uncomfortable experience without getting answers.” In 

addition to that, a woman wearing tefillin looks “physically different 

in that space and also because not only are you different, but you're 

different along lines of halacha and gender, which are just extremely 

sensitive topics.” This has left her with the challenging experience 

of attempting to do a mitzva while feeling uncomfortable in the 

presence of others. 

Unsurprisingly, when asked why she thinks this mitzva is not 

common among women, she answered that “it's really just that 

people aren't used to it yet, so they can't wrap their minds around 

it.” It is not yet socially acceptable, so it throws many people off. She 

went on to say that “the second you kind of make a statement along 
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those [gendered] lines or take action along those lines in a way that 

people aren't used to, it's really unsettling and it's off-putting.” She 

did distinguish between tefillin and tallit, though. She thinks that 

“tallit for some reason is a lot easier for people. Maybe it's because 

you can take a tallit and embroider it and make it in the shape of a 

shawl and make it feel feminine,” so it’s easier for people to think of 

it as a mitzva for women. Tefillin, on the other hand, are much harder 

to make feminine while following the halachot: “They go on your 

bicep, which is kind of a masculine part of the body and they're 

black and chunky. Just in every way masculine, and so I think we're 

repelled by that because it's so deeply associated in our brains as 

masculine.” She believes that we have all deeply internalized that 

this mitzva is only for men and that that has stopped many women 

from considering it, but if “there was someone to break that initial 

fear of crossing the gender line,” she thinks that many women 

would feel an “intuitive sense of connection to it.”  

Eden also has had many positive experiences with this mitzva 

and has never considered giving it up, even if that means having to 

be an advocate for it. She went to SAR high school where they 

already had a place for women to put on tefillin, a women’s tefilla 

group. Eden explained that she “always felt really supported and 

welcome” in the women's tefilla group, even if not that many girls 

there were actually putting on tefillin. She also feels a very strong 

connection to tefillin. She said, “For me, there's something intuitive 

that draws you to tefillin...there's something so powerful about 

putting something on your body and doing something that's written 

in the pasuk.” Even though it is sometimes challenging for her to do 

this mitzva, she feels a deep and meaningful tie to it.  

Ronit Morris  

Ronit Morris was the one who paved the way for Eden to 

comfortably wear tefillin at SAR high school, and so she was one of 
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the next people I interviewed. Ronit was also given tefillin at her bat 

mitzva. For some time, she davened at home in tefillin, and then went 

to school where she sat through davening a second time. Eventually, 

Ronit got tired of this second davening, so she and another friend 

went to the principal and asked if they could wear tefillin at school. 

He responded that they could do so in the women's tefilla group, so 

that is what they did. For a couple of weeks, “nobody really noticed, 

and it wasn't a big deal... no one really cared.” The problem was that 

this story then got picked up in a different school’s newspaper and 

quickly spread to the rest of the Orthodox world. Suddenly 

everyone was talking about her and her choice to wear tefillin. She 

told me that “it was a big deal for me and my mental health because 

people were talking about me on the Internet.” This didn’t influence 

her halachic practice, but it was still very difficult for her. As she put 

it: “I was like I'm doing a mitzva and you're being a bully.” It made 

her “question the social system of Orthodoxy,” which she had only 

opted into shortly before high school (her family is Conservative).  

I asked her why she thinks more women in the Orthodox world 

don’t take on this mitzva. She explained that she thinks that for many 

halachot, we end up “following a certain set of a few major rabbis” 

even though there were other rabbis at the same time who held a 

different position. Ronit elaborated that instead of people realizing 

that there were actually different valid opinions, most people ignore 

those because “once one opinion is picked that we follow, 

everything else is wrong.” Since the Orthodox world is against 

women wearing tefillin, it isn’t willing to consider the halachic 

argument for why it might be permissible, simply because that 

hasn’t been the practice in the past generations. If a woman wants 

to wear tefillin in the Orthodox community, she needs to be 

prepared for the fact that “you might be the only person in the 

community doing it, and so everyone will stare at you. And 

everyone will talk about you and everyone will write articles about 
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why you are destroying the shul. So you have to have thick skin and 

you have to have a good support system and you have to have 

somebody who says ‘I support you.’” It takes a lot of bravery and 

resilience to want to fight this fight, but that doesn’t mean you can’t, 

affirmed Ronit. 

In fact, Ronit didn’t let this stop her from continuing this practice 

at all. She, like Eden, agrees with the ruling of the Halachic 

Egalitarian movement that women are obligated, so she wouldn’t 

let social pressure stop her from fulfilling her obligation. She said 

that when she first started wearing tefillin, “I felt like an adult 

because all the adults I knew put on tefillin.” It was “a coming of 

age. My dad showed me how to put them on and it was a bonding 

moment... I was being a real Jewish adult.” She went on to tell me 

that “I actually like having physical things that connect me to the 

davening.” She acknowledged that it is not always a meaningful 

experience, but concluded that it is worth doing every day because 

she feels obligated and because there are many days when it does 

enhance her davening. 

Avigayil Halpern 

 Around the same time that Ronit was fighting for her right to 

wear tefillin in New York, Avigayil Halpern was doing the same 

thing in Connecticut, but she had a much calmer experience. Unlike 

Ronit who was handed tefillin at her bat mitzva, Avigayil decided to 

take on tefillin and tzitzit herself in high school. Her community was 

very accepting of her practice, and she attributes that to the fact that 

“it's such a small community and such a small school and...it was 

mostly the people I'd known since I was a child. Everyone was kind 

of like, ‘Oh, that makes sense for you,’ which was really nice. I was 

expecting it to be more of a thing, but everyone just kind of went 

with it.”  
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Her main difficulty with tefillin was a personal one, not a 

communal one. Since tefillin is such a public mitzva that she decided 

to take on herself, it “felt more like something I had to do perfectly 

to earn. I was like ‘what if I put on tefillin in public, but I'm doing it 

kind of wrong, and someone notices, and that's invalidating the 

whole thing.’” She felt pressure to represent all women who want 

to take on this practice and prove that women can do it correctly. 

Tzitzit, on the other hand, was much easier for her. It “felt harder to 

mess up” because its halachot are less complicated.  

Despite her own community’s acceptance, Avigayil still had 

some social challenges with tzitzit and tefillin. She said that people 

were aggressive to her in public about it, which was painful for her. 

Additionally, once she left her hometown and came to Israel for the 

year, she had some uncomfortable experiences with others for 

whom this was the first time they encountered a woman wearing 

tzitzit. Avigayil told me that “on my second day at seminary, a girl 

asked me... if I was scared I would never find a husband because I 

wear tzitzit.” This wasn’t meant to be a hurtful question, Avigayil 

explained; it was simply an awkward question to which she had no 

idea how to respond.  

Even though Avigayil herself had mostly positive experiences 

surrounding her wearing of tefillin and tzitzit, she still had some 

very deep insights into why this practice is so rare among women. 

She thinks that women wearing tefillin and tzitzit “undermines 

people's sense of their own gender. This is something that I think is 

serious and real, that it feels like doing something masculine, and it 

doesn't feel right.” In addition to this, many “people are mean about 

it” and it is hard to do the “mitzvot that you're trying to do because 

of avodat Hashem, and then have people constantly questioning 

your motivations.”  
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For Avigayil, though, wearing tefillin and tzitzit was not an 

attempt to make a feminist statement. It was simply that “it was 

inconsistent to be really into Torah and not doing all possible 

mitzvot.” Furthermore, she had “recently stopped wearing skirts full 

time and I really still wanted to be identifiable as Jewish when I 

walked down the street, and so [tzitzit] just sort of immediately felt 

good, even though it was sort of physically difficult ... to figure it 

out with my clothes, but it felt nice.” She found it very meaningful 

to begin doing these mitzvot and continues to embrace them.  

Talia Lakritz 

Talia Lakritz likewise had a relatively positive experience with 

these mitzvot. She grew up in a Modern Orthodox household, but 

now is part of a Halachic Egalitarian community. She wears a tallit 

when she leads davening, but not every Shabbat because it is her 

family minhag to wait until marriage for that. She also has 

occasionally worn tefillin, but she does not do it often mainly 

because she is not consistent about davening every day. One of the 

most challenging things for her when she started taking on these 

practices was that “it still feels kind of masculine for me, just having 

been socialized as Orthodox. I'd say that it's just not something I 

ever grew up doing. And so taking something on that's a new thing 

feels foreign to me in that way.” Moreover, she grew up feeling like 

she was doing all the mitzvot she could, or at least trying to, so “it 

was a very strange feeling to have grown up frum, and all of a 

sudden, to have this new mitzva that I didn't know how to do and I 

needed help with.” It was difficult to begin a whole new practice 

that hadn’t been an option for her during her childhood. 

She thinks this and many other factors combine together to make 

it atypical for Orthodox women to take on these mitzvot. First, she 

thinks tzitzit “just doesn't seem like something that is comfortable,” 

so it may turn some women off from the start. Along with this, 
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“there's a lot of stigmas and certain associations that come along 

with [tzitzit]. People think ‘if you're a woman who wears tzitzit, you 

must be A, B, and C,’ and not every woman is up for this reputation. 

For many women, it’s about just not wanting to deal with people's 

opinions… There is really no way to begin doing these mitzvot 

without getting comments from everyone else.” She put it very 

straightforwardly: “In Orthodoxy, it's 100% the stigma... 

sociologically, it's just not done. And so, that's kind of why people 

don't do it... I think it implies that you are dissatisfied with 

Orthodoxy in some way or that you are part of this slippery slope 

of pushing Orthodoxy in more modern directions. God forbid, 

women should be equal. There’s just a lot of nastiness.” She added 

that by trying to change some parts of Modern Orthodoxy, even in 

halachically valid ways, “you induce people to fight back because 

they think somehow this will be the downfall of all Modern 

Orthodoxy.”  

Talia began all of these practices in her Halachic Egalitarian 

minyan and it has overall been a positive experience for her. In that 

community, she doesn’t “have to fight” for any additional rights 

and mitzvot for women. People there do not ask her why she feels a 

need to do things like wear tallit and tefillin. She has found a 

comfortable place in that community and meaning in the mitzvot 

that she now has the opportunity to take on.  

Reflections on the Interviews  
As the first part of this paper demonstrated, it is halachically 

legitimate for women to consider wearing tefillin and tzitzit. One of 

the most significant hurdles, however, is that there is no way to take 

on these mitzvot in the Modern Orthodox world without people 

taking notice and having strong reactions. A woman who wants to 

take on either or both of these mitzvot needs to be psychologically 

and emotionally prepared for others to write her off as not religious, 
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and she needs to be ready to explain to everyone she encounters 

why these mitzvot are actually permissible for women.  

Conclusion 

The issue of women wearing tzitzit and tefillin is much richer and 

more nuanced than I ever would have imagined. I was shocked to 

discover that neither mitzva is assur for women to take on, and that 

there are halachic responses to the reasons for discouraging women 

from doing them. There are then other issues to consider, such as 

minhag Yisrael, the need for Rabbinic backing, and the reality that 

one is likely to face social repercussions if one takes on these mitzvot.  

I hope this paper can help educate everyone about the mitzvot of 

tzitzit and tefillin: I hope women who are considering doing them 

will be better equipped to make an educated decision, to approach 

their halachic advisors with sources and information, and to know 

what they will face if they choose to move forward. I hope everyone 

else, men and women alike, will be more educated so that we can 

all engage in discussions about the topic with more knowledge and 

less prejudice, and be more understanding and open-minded when 

encountering women who choose to wrap themselves in these 

mitzvot.  
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Personal Note 

I chose the topic of women and tzitzit and tefillin because I am a 

religious, modern Orthodox Jew who tries to do all the mitzvot I can, 

so it was perplexing to me that there are two important mitzvot that, 

as a woman, I do not take part in. I was curious about these two 

mitzvot of tefillin and tzitzit, and I wanted to understand why 

women do not wear them. 

I started off my research thinking I already knew the conclusion: 

it must be assur for women to perform these mitzvot. Why else 

would most women not do them? I told that to my mentor, Rav 

Yitzchak Blau, in my first meeting with him, and he told me to look 

at the sources first and then come to my halachic conclusion. I heeded 

his advice and began my journey through the Gemaras, Rishonim, 

and Achronim. As I read through the texts, I quickly realized that my 

original conclusion was completely incorrect. These mitzvot are not 

actually assur for women to do at all. This discovery has not only 

impacted my paper, but my life as a whole. Ever since writing this 

paper, I have not stopped telling everyone around me what I have 

learned and what this could mean for Jewish women. I have shared 

my learning and passion for this topic at various Shabbat tables and 

with everyone learning near me in the Beit Midrash. It has been an 

eye-opening experience to learn for myself how these halachot 

developed and how society has affected them. I have relished the 

opportunity to embark on this journey and learn so much. 

I would like to add here my own personal feelings and 

conclusions after studying this topic so extensively. In general, I 

strongly believe that women and men alike should embrace all 

opportunities to perform mitzvot. I know that minhag Yisrael is for 

women not to wear tzitzit or tefillin, but enough poskim support it for 

it to be worthy of consideration. Tzitzit and tefillin are not just any 

mitzvot; both are significant enough to be mentioned in kriat Shema 
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every day. I think both mitzvot have the potential to be deeply 

meaningful to me, and even on the days when they wouldn’t feel 

magical, they still at the very least would provide daily 

opportunities to perform more mitzvot. From that perspective, I 

would love to embrace these commandments. However, I do not 

know if I am ready to ignore all the sociological implications and 

stand out in the crowd. I am not sure I have the fortitude to face the 

opposition, the questioning looks, the assumptions people would 

make about me. I applaud the women who have taken on these 

mitzvot and I greatly admire them. I think that any woman who is 

ready to fight for women’s allowance to wear tzitzit and tefillin 

should take on these mitzvot, but first she needs to embark on some 

self-reflection to determine if this is something she is prepared to 

handle. Anyone who emerges from this self-reflection feeling ready 

to take on these mitzvot, I am in awe of you, and I wish you luck as 

you begin this new chapter.  

I want to thank Rav Yitzchak Blau, my mentor, who helped 

guide my entire research and writing process. I also want to thank 

everyone who helped edit my paper, including my parents, my 

grandparents, Rabbanit Dena Rock, Rabbanit Rivky Krest, Rabbanit 

Rachel Leshaw, and Rabbanit Sally Mayer. Everyone took the time 

to read through my paper and give me thorough edits to help make 

sure it was clear and well-thought-out. I appreciate all the help and 

contributions to my paper. I also want to thank everyone who 

participated in interviews for my paper, both the women who have 

wrestled with these mitzvot and the rabbis whose opinions I asked. 

My paper would not have been possible without you. I also want to 

thank Midreshet Lindenbaum for providing me with this 

opportunity to develop my research and writing skills and grow in 

my Torah learning. Lastly, I want to thank everyone who has dealt 

with me talking about my Matmidot paper constantly all year. 
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Thank you for indulging me and listening and contributing 

opinions and ideas; I am grateful to all of you. 

 

 



 

 

How the Torah and the Oral 

Tradition Inform 

Environmentalism 
Tekoa Sultan-Reisler 

If we study the text of the Torah critically, we can extrapolate the 

principles behind each section to apply to modern issues. Yet, for 

almost every value in the Torah, we can find a counter value in 

another portion. Philosopher and historian Arnold Toynbee claims 

that it is a pasuk in the Bible that provides human beings with the 

license to exploit of the environment:1  

רֹ  ם ּוְבכׇל־ַחָיָ֖ה ָהָֽ ְדַג֤ת ַהָים֙ ּוְבעֵֹ֣וף ַהָשַמֶּ֔יִּ ְבֻשָ֑ה ּוְרדֵּ֞ו בִּ ְלאֶּּ֥ו ֶאת־ָהָאֶָ֖רץ ְוכִּ ֶמֶֶּ֥שת  ְפרֶּּ֥ו ּוְרבּּ֛ו ּומִּ
ֶרץ׃ ַעל־  ָהָאָֽ

Be fertile and increase, fill the earth and master it; and rule the 
fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and all the living things that 

creep on earth.2  

In this pasuk, Adam and Eve are given the freedom to do as they 

wish with the earth, and in Toynbee’s words, to “harness…natural 

forces to do [their] work for [them].” While the pasuk certainly 

conveys the superiority of humans over other beings, in the course 

of this paper I will endeavor to prove the exact opposite of 

Toynbee’s claim. I will demonstrate that instead of providing license 

to exploit the environment, the Torah, the oral traditions of Torah 

shebe’al peh, and later commentators teach us that we have an 

obligation to care for the environment. I maintain that 

environmental activism and progressive climate politics are Jewish 

 
1 Arnold Toynbee, The Genesis of Pollution (New York Times, 1973). 
2 Bereishit 1:28, all translations taken from www.Sefaria.org. 

http://www.sefaria.org/


Lindenbaum Matmidot Journal 

264 

values that can be traced back to our traditional texts and continue 

to be expressed in the thoughts of medieval and modern Jewish 

thinkers.  

Close to the beginning of the Torah, it says, 

ָ֖י ַקּ֛ח יקוק ֱאֹלקִּ ּה׃ ַויִּ ֶֶּ֔דן ְלָעְבָדָּ֖ה ּוְלָשְמָרָֽ ֵ֣הּו ְבַגן־עֵּ חֵּ ָאָד֑ם ַוַינִּ  ם ֶאת־ָהָֽ

God settled the Human in the garden of Eden, to till it and tend 

it.3 

God charges Adam with the tasks of working in and protecting 

the Garden of Eden. Traditionally, Gan Eden is considered the most 

ideal place of human existence and of human interaction with the 

land, as God’s presence is constant in Eden.4 From the beginning of 

the Torah, then, a strong theme of environmentalism emerges, in 

that the first human being in Torah is responsible for protecting the 

land he has been given. The Midrash reads,  

ראה את מעשה האלקים כי מי יוכל לתקן את אשר עותו, בשעה שברא הקב"ה 
את אדם הראשון נטלו והחזירו על כל אילני גן עדן ואמר לו ראה מעשי כמה  

לא תקלקל נאים ומשובחין הן וכל מה שבראתי בשבילך בראתי, תן דעתך ש
 .ותחריב את עולמי, שאם קלקלת אין מי שיתקן אחריך

Look at God's work – for who can straighten what He has 
twisted? (Kohelet 7:13). When the Blessed Holy One created the 
first human, He took him and led him round all the trees of the 
Garden of Eden and said to him: “Look at My works, how 
beautiful and praiseworthy they are! And all that I have created, 
it was for you that I created it. Pay attention that you do not 
corrupt and destroy My world: if you corrupt it, there is no one 

to repair it after you.”5 

The author places a heavy emphasis on God’s ownership of all 

creations and Adam’s role in ensuring that humans will not spoil 

the world and its goodness. If the Jewish people view Adam and 

 
3 Bereishit 2:15. 
4 R. Alex Israel, Parashat Bechukotai: Back to Eden (alexisrael.org). 
5 Kohelet Rabba, Parsha 7. 
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God’s instructions to him as a paradigm for our actions, this rabbinic 

text stresses that God placed environmental stewardship onto 

human beings. The role of the Jewish people is to protect God’s 

creations and guard them from harm. 

The story of Noach is another prime example of the relationship 

between people and the environment. The pasuk in Bereishit states, 

ס׃  ֶּ֥א ָהָאֶָ֖רץ ָחָמָֽ ָּמלֵּ ֑ים ַותִּ ֱאֹלהִּ ֵ֣י ָהָֽ ְפנֵּ ֶּ֥ת ָהָאֶָ֖רץ לִּ ָשחֵּ  ַותִּ

The earth became corrupt before God; the earth was filled with 

lawlessness.6 

The people living at Noach’s time had committed a multitude of 

sins, and this corruption leads God to destroy the world. Similarly, 

in modern times, the direct effect humans have on the health of the 

environment is evidenced by the climate crisis humankind is 

currently facing.7 Reckless and selfish behavior leads to the 

destruction of the environment.8 The same root word, “hashchata,” 

is also used in the name of the mitzva commanding the Jewish 

people not to destroy needlessly, “bal tashchit,” which I will explore 

later on. After the flood, God promises never to destroy the world 

again, but God places the responsibility to safeguard it in human 

hands.9  

Thus, the Torah provides Jews with a generalized value of 

protecting the environment. We continue to see the practical 

applications of this value in the halachic development of 

environmentally-conscious mitzvot. 

 
6 Bereishit 6:11. 
7 Zeke Hausfather, Analysis: Why scientists think 100% of global warming is due to 

humans (Carbon Brief, 2017). 
8 R. Yonatan Neril, Countering Destruction: Lessons from Noach (Jewish Eco 

Seminars). 
9 Bereishit 8:21. 
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Bal Tashchit 

The basis for the commandment of bal tashchit is a pasuk in 

Devarim: 

ְנֹּדַ֤ח  ָצּה֙ לִּ ֤ית ֶאת־עֵּ א־ַתְשחִּ ֶ֧ם ָעֶלֵ֣יָה ְלָתְפָשֶּּ֗ה ֹלָֽ ָלחֵּ הִּ ֜ים ְלָֽ ֶׁ֨ים ַרבִּ יר֩ ָימִּ י־ָתצֵּ֣ור ֶאל־עִּ כִָּֽ
פָ  מִּ ָלֹבֶּ֥א  ַהָשֶדֶּ֔ה  ֵ֣ץ  עֵּ ָאָדם֙  ָ הָֽ ֤י  כִּ ְכֹר֑ת  תִּ ֹלֵ֣א  ְוֹאתָֹ֖ו  ֶּ֔ל  ֹתאכֵּ ֶּמֵ֣נּו  מִּ ָ֚י  כִּ ַגְרֶזֶּ֔ן  ֶנָ֖יָך ָעָליו֙ 

ֵ֣יָת ָמצֶֹּ֗ור   ָ֖ית ְוָכָרָ֑ת ּוָבנִּ ֤ץ ַמֲאָכל֙ הֶּּ֔וא ֹאתֶֹּ֥ו ַתְשחִּ י־ֹלא־עֵּ ַדֶּ֗ע כִָּֽ ֵ֣ץ ֲאֶשר־תֵּ ֹור׃ ַרֵ֞ק עֵּ ַבָּמצָֽ
ּה׃ ְדָתָֽ ְלָחָמָ֖ה ַעֶּ֥ד רִּ ְּמָךּ֛ מִּ ֶׁ֨וא ֹעָשֶ֧ה עִּ יר֙ ֲאֶשר־הִּ  ַעל־ָהעִּ

When in your war against a city you have to besiege it for a long 
time in order to capture it, you must not destroy its trees, 
wielding the ax against them. You may eat from them, but you 
must not cut them down. Are trees of the field human to 
withdraw before you into the besieged city? Only trees that you 
know do not yield food may be destroyed; you may cut them 
down for constructing siegeworks against the city that is waging 

war on you, until it has been reduced.10 

God forbids cutting down fruit trees when besieging an enemy 

city. This command is conservationist in nature, as it prohibits 

unnecessary destruction. The Sefer HaChinuch expounds on this 

mitzva: 

בו,  ולהדבק  והתועלת  הטוב  לאהב  נפשנו  ללמד  כדי  שהוא  ידוע,  המצוה  שרש 
ומתוך כך תדבק בנו הטובה, ונרחיק מכל דבר רע ומכל דבר השחתה, וזהו דרך  

של אוהבים  מעשה  ואנשי  אותן  החסידים  ומקרבים  הבריות  בטוב  ושמחים  ום 
לתורה, ולא יאבדו אפילו גרגיר של חרדל בעולם, ויצר עליהם בכל אבדון והשחתה  
הרשעים  כן  ולא  כחם,  בכל  מהשחית  דבר  כל  יצילו  להציל  יוכלו  ואם  שיראו, 
אחיהם של מזיקים שמחים בהשחתת עולם, והמה משחיתים את עצמם במדה  

 .שאדם מודד בה מודדין לו

The root of this commandment is well-known – it is in order to 
teach our souls to love good and benefit and to cling to it. And 
through this, good clings to us and we will distance [ourselves] 
from all bad and destructive things. And this is the way of the 
pious and people of [proper] action – they love peace and are 
happy for the good of the creatures and bring them close to 
Torah, and they do not destroy even a grain of mustard in the 

 
10 Devarim 20:19. 
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world. And they are distressed by all loss and destruction that 
they see; and if they can prevent it, they will prevent any 
destruction with all of their strength. But not so are the wicked - 
the brothers of the destructive spirits. They rejoice in the 
destruction of the world, and they destroy themselves - [since] 

in the way that a person measures, so is he measured.11 

The author first repeats the commandment not to destroy fruit 

trees, then explains that the purpose of it is to teach us to adhere to 

goodness and separate from evil. Being righteous and peaceful 

people means not destroying even a “grain of mustard” in this 

world. Any destruction should torment humans, and their 

responsibility is to prevent any such destruction as much as 

possible. The wicked, on the other hand, claims the author, have 

destructive tendencies. The Sefer HaChinuch clearly communicates 

here that this mitzva teaches us the importance of preserving nature.  

Rabbi Yaakov Zvi Meklenburg further advances this idea, 

writing that fruit trees are created to sustain human life; therefore, 

they may not be destroyed.12  

The evil inclination to destroy out of anger is discussed in the 

Talmud: 

אימר דשמעת ליה לרבי יהודה במתקן במקלקל מי שמעת ליה אמר רבי אבין 
האי נמי מתקן הוא דקעביד נחת רוח ליצרו וכהאי גוונא מי שרי והתניא רבי 

שאמר משום רבי יוחנן בן נורי   שמעון בן אלעזר אומר משום חילפא בר אגרא
יהא   בחמתו  מעותיו  והמפזר  בחמתו  כליו  והמשבר  בחמתו  בגדיו  המקרע 
בעיניך כעובד עבודה זרה שכך אומנתו של יצר הרע היום אומר לו עשה כך  
ולמחר אומר לו עשה כך עד שאומר לו עבוד עבודה זרה והולך ועובד אמר 

תשתחוה לאל נכר איזהו אל זר   רבי אבין מאי קראה לא יהיה בך אל זר ולא
 שיש בגופו של אדם הוי אומר זה יצר הרע.

The Gemara asks: Say that you heard that Rabbi Yehuda rules 
that one is liable for performing a labor not needed for its own 
sake in the case of a constructive act; did you hear him deem one 
liable in the case of a destructive act? Rabbi Avin said: This case, 

 
11 Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzva 529. 
12 Haketav Vehakabbalah, Devarim 20:19. 
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where one rends his garment in anger, is also constructive, 
because in doing so he assuages his anger. Rending his garment 
calms him; therefore, it can be said that he derives benefit from 
the act of rending, and it is consequently a constructive act. The 
Gemara asks: And is it at all permitted to tear in that manner? 
Wasn’t it taught in a beraita that Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar says in 
the name of Ḥilfa bar Agra, who said in the name of Rabbi 
Yoḥanan ben Nuri: One who rends his garments in his anger, or 
who breaks his vessels in his anger, or who scatters his money in 
his anger, should be like an idol worshiper in your eyes, as that 

is the craft of the evil inclination.13 

Rabbi Yehuda rules that on Shabbat, when labor is prohibited, 

one is liable for unnecessary labor for the performance of a 

constructive act. Does the same apply in the case of a destructive act 

such as tearing a garment in anger? Rabbi Avin responds that the 

case where one rips a garment in anger is actually constructive 

because the apparent destructive act actually serves a constructive 

purpose: it provides an emotional outlet. The Gemara counters that 

someone who tears their garments, breaks their vessels, or scatters 

their money in anger “should be like an idol worshiper in your 

eyes,” because they are succumbing to the evil inclination. This 

sugya associates destructive actions with the evil inclination, further 

supporting the idea that Jewish sources view needless demolition as 

inherently immoral. It strengthens the premise that Jewish people 

should be environmentalists and conservationists and resist the 

urge to engage in unnecessary destruction. 

In the later books of Tanach, there are additional narratives that 

involve acts that could be characterized as wanton destruction, bal 

tashchit, and Chazal and later commentaries view these acts of 

destruction negatively. King Hezekiah stopped all the fountains in 

Jerusalem in the war against Sancheirev,14 and the Talmud criticizes 

 
13 Shabbat 105b. 
14 Divrei HaYamim II 32:3. 
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him for it, possibly with bal tashchit in mind.15 In war, the prophet 

Elisha maintains a scorched earth policy, commanding the army of 

Israel to cut down every tree and stop up wells of water.16 Rambam 

characterizes it as a “horaat shaah,” a temporary suspension of 

halakha that is done only in the case of a pressing need.17 Prioritizing 

military success over maintaining natural resources that sustain life 

is, at the very least, less than ideal, and to many central Jewish 

thinkers, sinful. 

Bal tashchit does not apply only during wartime or only to the 

direct destruction of trees by cutting them with an ax. Instead, bal 

tashchit forbids any form of destruction, even indirectly harming 

trees by diverting irrigation away from fields, as the Rambam 

explains: 

הֶ  מֵּ ין  מֹוְנעִּ ין  ְואֵּ יָנה  ַלְּמדִּ ֶשחּוץ  ַמֲאָכל  יָלנֵּי  אִּ ין  קֹוְצצִּ ין  י אֵּ ְכדֵּ ם  ַהַּמיִּ ַאַּמת  ם 
ץ לֹוֶקה. ְוֹלא  ָצּה". ְוָכל ַהקֹוצֵּ ית ֶאת עֵּ יְבשּו. ֶשֶנֱאַמר )דברים כ, יט( "ֹלא ַתְשחִּ ֶשיִּ
יַלן ַמֲאָכל ֶּדֶרְך ַהְשָחָתה לֹוֶקה. ֲאָבל  ץ אִּ ְלַבד ֶאָלא ְבָכל ָמקֹום ָכל ַהקֹוצֵּ ְבָמצֹור בִּ

ם ָהָיה מַ  ין אֹותֹו אִּ ים. אֹו  קֹוְצצִּ רִּ ה ֲאחֵּ ְשדֵּ יק בִּ ְפנֵּי ֶשַּמזִּ ים. אֹו מִּ רִּ יָלנֹות ֲאחֵּ יק אִּ זִּ
ים. ֹלא ָאְסָרה תֹוָרה ֶאָלא ֶּדֶרְך ַהְשָחָתה:  ְפנֵּי ֶשָּדָמיו ְיָקרִּ  מִּ

Fruit-bearing trees must not be cut down outside of the city nor 
do we block their irrigation water causing the trees to dry up, as 
it says, “Do not destroy her trees” (Deut. 20:19). Anyone who 
cuts down a tree receives lashes. This is not only at times of a 
siege, but anyone at any time who chops down a fruit-bearing 
tree for destructive purposes receives stripes. The tree may be 
cut down if it is damaging other trees or it is damaging another’s 
field, or because the tree is more valuable for its wood than its 

fruit. The Torah only forbids wanton destruction.18 

Trees that bear fruit may not be cut down, and irrigation systems 

may not be blocked. At any time, not just under siege, the court 

 
15 Pesachim 56a. 
16 Melachim II 3:19. 
17 Rambam’s Introduction to the Mishnah 7:33. 
18 Mishneh Torah, Laws of Kings and Wars 6:8. 
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punishes with lashes a person who destroys a fruit-bearing tree. 

Rambam emphasizes the commercial concerns, writing that if the 

tree is damaging another tree or field or if the wood is more valuable 

than the fruit, one may cut it down. Nevertheless, the Sefer 

HaChinuch teaches that the social aspect of bal tashchit should be 

considered as well, in his association of destructive acts with the 

tendencies of the wicked. Rabbi Avraham Yeshayahu Karelitz, also 

known as the Chazon Ish, further explains that the law is not about 

financial issues, but rather it is a religious or ritual law.19 Keeping in 

mind that it prohibits unnecessary destruction, bal tashchit clearly is 

a mitzva with a conservationist nature.20 Looking beyond the narrow 

biblical commandment in Devarim, the broader principle of bal 

tashchit that was developed by chazal and later Jewish thinkers, as 

well as other biblical narratives, inform Jewish people how to 

interact with their environment. 

Shemita 

The number seven seems to have a special significance in the 

Torah. Two of the shalosh regalim, Pesach and Sukkot, are observed 

for seven days, and the Torah commands us to count for seven 

weeks leading up to the third regel, Shavuot. There are seven species 

of plants that grow in the land of Israel and have special religious 

significance. Shabbat is observed every seventh day, suggesting that 

the number seven is tied to cyclical events and renewal. As every 

seventh year is a sabbatical year, shemita follows this recursive 

pattern on a larger scale. The language used around shemita even 

 
19 Chazon Ish on Mishneh Torah, Laws of Kings and Wars 6:8. 
20 R. Norman Lamm, “Ecology in Jewish Law and Theology” in Faith and Doubt, 

(Ktav Publishing House, 1971). 
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parallels the language around Shabbat.21 After seven cycles of 

shemita, the super-shemita, the yovel year, is observed. 

There are many aspects of the mitzva of shemita detailed in the 

Torah, including letting the land lie fallow, giving the poor first 

access to the produce, forgiving loans, gathering for a reading of the 

Torah in public, and observing yovel every seven shemita cycles. 

Each of these elements reflects sensitivity to environmental 

concerns and building a just society.  

 Letting the Land Lie Fallow 

The fundamental commandment of shemita is first recorded in 

Shemot: 

ְזַרע ֶאת ַאְרֶצָך ְוָאַסְפָת ֶאת ְתבּו ים תִּ ש ָשנִּ ְשְמֶטָנה ּוְנַטְשָתּה ְושֵּ ת תִּ יעִּ ָאָתּה. ְוַהְשבִּ
ן ַתֲעֶשה ְלַכְרְמָך ְלזֵּיֶתָך ְתָרם ֹתאַכל ַחַית ַהָשֶדה כֵּ  :ְוָאְכלּו ֶאְבֹינֵּי ַעֶּמָך ְויִּ

Six years you shall sow your land and gather in its yield; but in 
the seventh you shall let it rest and lie fallow. Let the needy 
among your people eat of it, and what they leave let the wild 
beasts eat. You shall do the same with your vineyards and your 

olive groves.22 

The Torah instructs Bnei Yisrael to plant and harvest for six years, 

and in the seventh year, to let the land rest. In that year, the Israelites 

must allow the poor to eat from it and let the animals of the field eat 

the remaining produce. This law can be understood as a biblical 

protection against agricultural problems like overworking farmland 

and destroying the nutrients in the soil.23 In addition, this mitzva 

aims to address social issues, charging the Israelites to give from 

 
21 R. Jack Bieler, Vayakhel: Some Striking Shabbat And Shmita Parallels, (Hazon, 

2022). 
22 Shemot 23:10-11. 
23 Global Land Outlook 2, (UN Convention to Combat Desertification, 2022). 
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their land’s surplus to needy people. The social aspect will be 

discussed more in the section below. 

From an environmentalist perspective, producing crops without 

overworking the land is ideal. Spiritually, the Jewish people aim to 

return to an optimal relationship with the land by safeguarding it 

and its health.24 This idea is referenced in Vayikra: 

ַעל־ָהָאֶָ֖רץ  יַשְבֶתֶּ֥ם  וִָּֽ ֹאָת֑ם  יֶתֵ֣ם  ַוֲעשִּ ְשְמרָּ֖ו  תִּ ְשָפַטֶּ֥י  ְוֶאת־מִּ ֶאת־ֻחֹקַתֶּ֔י  יֶתם֙  ַוֲעשִּ
יהָ  יַשְבֶתֶּ֥ם ָלֶבַָ֖טח ָעֶלָֽ ְרָיֶּּ֔ה ַוֲאַכְלֶתָ֖ם ָלֹשַ֑בע וִָּֽ ַטח׃ ְוָנְתָנ֤ה ָהָאֶ֙רץ֙ פִּ  :ָלֶבָֽ

You shall observe My laws and faithfully keep My rules, that 
you may live upon the land in security; the land shall yield its 
fruit and you shall eat your fill, and you shall live upon it in 

security.25 

God states that when Bnei Yisrael keep the mitzvot, they live on 

the land in security and it will provide for them to their satisfaction. 

Observing the shemita year is an effective way to keep the land 

thriving agriculturally and maintain nutrient-rich soil because it 

allows for regeneration, as research from the Rodale Institute 

suggests.26 

On the flip side, in Vayikra Chapter 26, there is a disquieting 

warning as to what will happen if the Jewish people does not 

observe shemita: 

ְשַבֵ֣ת  יֶכ֑ם ָאָ֚ז תִּ ֵ֣י הַׇשָּמֶּֿ֔ה ְוַאֶתָ֖ם ְבֶאֵֶ֣רץ ֹאְיבֵּ ְרֶצֶׁ֨ה ָהָאֶ֜רץ ֶאת־ַשְבֹתֶתֶּ֗יָה ֹכָ֚ל ְימֵּ ָאז֩ תִּ
יָה׃ ָהָאֶֶּ֔רץ וְ  ְרָצָ֖ת ֶאת־ַשְבֹתֶתָֽ  הִּ

Then shall the land make up for its sabbath years throughout the 
time that it is desolate and you are in the land of your enemies; 

then shall the land rest and make up for its sabbath years.27 

 
24 R. Yonatan Neril, Eco Bible: Volume 2, (Interfaith Center for Sustainable 

Development, 2020). 
25 Vayikra 25:18-19. 
26 Regenerative Organic Agriculture and Climate Change (Rodale Institute, 2020). 
27 Vayikra 26:34. 
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If Bnei Yisrael do not observe shemita, they will be forcibly 

expelled from the land, so as to allow the land to lie fallow, “making 

up” for all the sabbatical years that were not observed. It is their 

choice whether to remain in the land and allow it to rest, or to be 

exiled from it to ensure its respite. The land will rest regardless of 

our decision.  

Similarly, as humanity exhausts the earth of natural resources, 

climate change worsens. The increasingly catastrophic natural 

disasters are the unintended consequences of humanity overusing 

its resources. If policymakers do not act soon, the future is at risk, 

and the natural disasters will only become more deadly and 

unforgiving.28 

Giving the poor first access to the produce 

The mitzva of shemita in Shemot 23 is immediately preceded by 

this statement, in Shemot 23:9: 

ְצָריִּם יֶתם ְבֶאֶרץ מִּ ים ֱהיִּ י גֵּרִּ ְלָחץ ְוַאֶתם ְיַדְעֶתם ֶאת ֶנֶפש ַהגֵּר כִּ  :ְוגֵּר ֹלא תִּ

You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the feelings of 
the stranger, having yourselves been strangers in the land of 
Egypt. 

That pasuk is followed by verses that discuss the mitzva of shemita, 

where it is stated that   ְתָרם ְשְמֶטָנה ּוְנַטְשָתּה ְוָאְכלּו ֶאְבֹינֵּי ַעֶּמָך ְויִּ ת תִּ יעִּ ְוַהְשבִּ

 i.e., that when you abandon the land in the seventh ֹתאַכל ַחַית ַהָשֶדה

year for shemita, the poor should eat from the land, and that the 

animals of the field should eat what’s left over after that.  

A law such as shemita, which clearly communicates the values of 

caring for the poor and ensuring that everyone has sufficient 

resources to survive, only further supports the need for effective 

 
28 The Impact of Disasters and Crises on Agriculture and Food Security (Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the UN, 2021). 
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environmental policy. Most often, it is the most impoverished 

sections of the population who bear the weight of irresponsible 

environmental policy, even though they contribute the least to the 

carbon emissions that are driving climate change.29 Many suffer 

from a lack of food and job security. Those living in coastal or 

disaster-prone areas are vulnerable to losing their homes. Their 

water supply can easily become contaminated. The responsibility of 

the Jewish people, which can be shown to have a basis in such 

mitzvot such as shemita, is to protect the hardest-hit communities, 

and prioritizing environmental policy is a key component of that. 

Forgiving Loans 

During shemita, all loans are forgiven, as it is written in Devarim: 

ֵ֣ה ָידֶֹּ֔ו ֲאֶשֶּ֥ר  ָטה֒ ָשמֶֹּ֗וט כׇל־ַבַ֙על֙ ַמשֵּ ה׃ ְוֶזה֮ ְּדַבֵ֣ר ַהְשמִּ ָטָֽ ָ֖ים ַתֲעֶשֶּ֥ה ְשמִּ ַבע־ָשנִּ ֶּ֥ץ ֶשָֽ קֵּ מִּ
י־ָקָרֶּ֥א ְש  ֶּ֔יו כִָּֽ ֙הּו֙ ְוֶאת־ָאחִּ עֵּ ֹג֤ש ֶאת־רֵּ א־יִּ ֑הּו ֹלָֽ עֵּ ָטָ֖ה לַ ַיֶשָ֖ה ְברֵּ  ׃ יקוקמִּ

Every seventh year you shall practice remission of debts. This 
shall be the nature of the remission: all creditors shall remit the 
due that they claim from their fellow [Israelites]; they shall not 
dun their fellow [Israelites] or kin, for the remission proclaimed 

is of God.30 

Every seventh year, all lenders will cancel the debts of their 

borrowers. The debt relief helps to close the wealth gap that worsens 

over the seven-year cycle. The Torah anticipated that people would 

be unwilling to lend money and commanded that, for the good of 

society, people should lend anyway.31 Shemita is a time of relief, and 

those indebted get a rest in the seventh year, along with the land. 

While these values aren’t directly linked to environmentalism, they 

are tied to a larger picture of a just and equitable society. If there is 

 
29 Why the climate crisis is a humanitarian emergency (UN Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 2021). 
30 Devarim 15:1-2. 
31 Devarim 15:9. 
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greater economic equality, the problems that result in people 

abusing the land, like overplanting and deforestation, can be 

diminished.32 

Hakhel: Gathering for a Reading of the Torah in Public 

Shemita culminates in the community-wide gathering called 

hakhel. A public figure reads sections of the Torah to the entire 

nation, including children. In Devarim, Moshe commands the Jewish 

people: 

ֵ֣ץַוְיַצֶּ֥ו ֹמֶשָ֖ה אֹוָתֵ֣ם לֵּ  קֵּ ֶּ֗ים  ֶשֵַ֣בע  ׀  אֹמ֑ר מִּ ּ֛ד  ָשנִּ ָטָ֖ה  ְשַנֶּ֥ת  ְבֹמעֵּ ֹות׃  ְבַחֶּ֥ג  ַהְשמִּ  ַהֻסכָֽ
ֶּ֗ל  ְבבֵֹ֣וא ְשָראֵּ ֶאת־לֵָּֽ   כׇל־יִּ ְקָרֵ֞א  ְבָח֑ר תִּ יִּ ֲאֶשֵ֣ר  ַבָּמקָֹ֖ום  ֱאֹלֶהֶּ֔יָך  ְיֹהָוֵ֣ה  י֙  ָראֹות֙ ֶאת־ְפנֵּ

ם ָ֖ל ְבאְׇזנֵּיֶהָֽ ְשָראֵּ ים֙ ְוַהַטֶּ֔ף ַהתֹוָרֶּ֥ה ַהֹזּ֛את ֶנֶֶּ֥גד כׇל־יִּ ֤ים ְוַהָנשִּ ֲאָנשִּ ֵ֣ל ֶאת־ָהָעֶּ֗ם ָהָֽ ׃ ַהְקהֵּ
ְמרֵּ֣ו יֶכֶּ֔ם ְוָשָֽ ְראּו֙ ֶאת־ְיֹהָוֵ֣ה ֱאֹלהֵּ ְלְמדֶּּ֗ו ְוָיָֽ ְשְמעּ֜ו ּוְלַמֵַ֣ען יִּ ְשָעֶר֑יָך ְלַמֶַׁ֨ען יִּ ְרָךָ֖ ֲאֶשֵ֣ר בִּ  ְוגֵּ

את׃ ָ֖י ַהתֹוָרֶּ֥ה ַהֹזָֽ ְברֵּ  ַלֲעשֶֹּ֔ות ֶאת־כׇל־ּדִּ

And Moses instructed them as follows: Every seventh year, the 
year set for remission, at the Feast of Booths, when all Israel 
comes to appear before your God in the place that [God] will 
choose, you shall read this Teaching aloud in the presence of all 
Israel. Gather the people—men, women, children, and the 
strangers in your communities—that they may hear and so learn 
to revere your God and to observe faithfully every word of this 

Teaching.33 

After the end of the shemita year, on Sukkot, all of the people 

should gather to hear and learn to fear God and follow the 

commandments. Parts of shemita contribute to a larger test of faith, 

such as trusting that the economy and food sources will survive the 

year without cultivation. Hakhel can serve as a reminder of the 

relationship between community members in building the social 

safety net, protecting the environment, and their commitment to the 

Torah and to God. 

 
32 S. Nazrul Islam, Inequality and Environmental Sustainability (UN Dept. of 

Economic & Social Affairs, 2015). 
33 Devarim 31:10-12. 
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Yovel: Returning Land to Its Original Owner 

The Torah describes the process of yovel in Vayikra: 

וא֙  ֶּ֥ל הִּ ים֙ ָשָנֶּ֔ה ּוְקָראֶתֶּ֥ם ְּדרֹּ֛ור ָבָאֶָ֖רץ ְלכׇל־ֹיְשֶב֑יָה יֹובֵּ שִּ ֵ֣ת ְשַנ֤ת ַהֲחמִּ ַּדְשֶתֶּ֗ם אֵּ ְוקִּ
בּו׃  ְשַפְחתָֹ֖ו ָתֻשָֽ ֶּ֥יש ֶאל־מִּ ָ֚יש ֶאל־ֲאֻחָזתֶֹּ֔ו ְואִּ ְהֶיֵ֣ה ָלֶכֶּ֔ם ְוַשְבֶתֶּ֗ם אִּ  תִּ

And you shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim release 
throughout the land for all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for 
you: each of you shall return to your holding and each of you 

shall return to your family.34 

The people of Israel are commanded to sanctify the fiftieth year 

and call freedom through all the land for everyone living in it. This 

is the description of the process of resetting the land ownership to 

the original distribution of the Tribes of Israel. The concept of 

owning land only temporarily encourages responsibility in caring 

for the land, because there is collective ownership as opposed to 

individual ownership. God is the true owner of the earth, and 

humans are only temporary stakeholders in its existence. Keeping 

this in mind, the Jewish people’s allegiance should be to the mitzvot 

that teach us to care for the land. 

Kilayim 

One unexplained mitzva, or chok, that God commands us in 

Vayikra to keep is kilayim: 

ם ָשְדָךָ֖ ֹלא־תִּ  ְלַאֶּ֔יִּ ֵ֣יַע כִּ ְשֹמ֒רּו֒ ְבֶהְמְתָך֙ ֹלא־ַתְרבִּ ת־ֻחֹקַתי֮ תִּ ם֙ ֶאָֽ ְלַא֙יִּ ם ּוֶבֶ֤גד כִּ ְלָא֑יִּ ְזַרֵ֣ע כִּ
יָך׃  ֶּ֔ז ֹלֶּ֥א ַיֲעֶלָ֖ה ָעֶלָֽ ַעְטנֵּ  ַשָֽ

You shall observe My laws. You shall not let your cattle mate 
with a different kind; you shall not sow your field with two 
kinds of seed; you shall not put on shatnez - cloth from a mixture 

of two kinds of material.35 

 
34 Vayikra 25:10. 
35 Vayikra 19:19. 
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In other words, the law of kilayim forbids mixing different types 

of species or materials together, whether in breeding animals, 

planting crops, or wearing clothing (a specific type of kilayim called 

sha’atnez).  

Ramban suggests a reason for this prohibition: 

שלא  יחשוב  כאילו  בראשית  במעשה  ומכחיש  משנה  מינין  שני  והמרכיב 
עולם  של  בבריאתו  לעזור  הוא  ויחפוץ  הצורך  כל  בעולמו  הקב"ה  השלים 

 .להוסיף בו בריות

One who combines two different species, thereby changes and 
defies the work of Creation, as if he is thinking that the Holy 
One, blessed be He, has not completely perfected the world and 
he desires to help along in the creation of the world by adding to 

it new kinds of creatures.36 

According to Ramban, somebody who commits the sin of kilayim 

is acting presumptuously, implying that God did not already create 

a complete and perfect world. The prohibition against mixing 

various types of species could be seen as a message to humans not 

to interfere with nature excessively. We should not usurp God’s role 

by becoming creators of new species; rather the Jewish people 

should utilize the resources God gave us to cultivate the earth. This 

application is environmentalist at its core, because it recognizes that 

manipulating nature to squeeze out the most profit is wrong. 

Instead, it is best to conserve existing biodiversity.37 

Regarding chukim in general, Rav Shimshon Refael Hirsch writes 

in his Nineteen Letters: 

“Arbitrary or apparently inexplicable Statutes. — The same 
thoughtful regard which you show to man, show as well to every 

 
36 Ramban on Vayikra 19:19. 
37 Kilpatrick, A Marm et al., Conservation of biodiversity as a strategy for improving 

human health and well-being (Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of 
London, 2017). 
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lower being; to the earth which bears and sustains all; to the 

world of animals and plants . . .”38 

Chukim teach us, according to Rav Hirsch, that humanity needs 

to care for every living being on earth even without explicit 

explanations for the commandments. Kilayim is a perfect example of 

this concept, as it is a requirement to maintain the natural order God 

set up, which will ultimately benefit all ecosystems. Although this 

mitzva does not have a clear value statement as the reason for it is 

not stated, it may be part of a larger constellation of mitzvot that all 

reflect conservationist values in Torah and halakha. 

Public Domain 

The Talmud relates an incident regarding the public domain: 

ת"ר לא יסקל אדם מרשותו לרה"ר מעשה באדם אחד שהיה מסקל מרשותו  
לרה"ר ומצאו חסיד אחד אמר לו ריקה מפני מה אתה מסקל מרשות שאינה 

ך באותו רה"ר שלך לרשות שלך לגלג עליו לימים נצרך למכור שדהו והיה מהל
ונכשל באותן אבנים אמר יפה אמר לי אותו חסיד מפני מה את מסקל מרשות  

 שאינה שלך לרשות שלך: 

The Sages taught: A person should not throw stones from his 
property into the public domain. An incident occurred involving 
a certain individual who was throwing stones from his property 
into the public domain, and a certain pious man found him. The 
latter said to him: Lowlife [Reika], for what reason are you 
throwing stones from property that is not yours into your 
property? The man mocked him, as he did not understand what 
he meant, as the property from which he was throwing stones 
was his. Some days later, he was forced to sell his field from 
which he had thrown the stones. And he was walking in the 
same public domain into which he had thrown them, and he 
stumbled on those same stones. He said: That pious man said it 
well to me when he said: For what reason are you throwing 
stones from property that is not yours into your own property, 

 
38 R. Shimshon Refael Hirsch, Nineteen Letters (1836). 
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since that property no longer belongs to me, and only the public 

domain remains mine to use.39 

In the end, all of the damage people inflict onto land that isn’t 

theirs will come back to affect them. This story communicates a clear 

lesson about caring for public spaces. A variety of sources in the 

Jewish canon acknowledge that all of the land we own does not 

truly belong to us, and therefore people have a collective 

responsibility to protect it. Similar to the lesson that yovel teaches us, 

ownership on this earth is temporary and God can easily take back 

the gift. Keeping this in mind should only further the drive to 

protect it as a whole. Experts are already seeing more volatile 

weather patterns and extreme weather events as a result of climate 

change.40 At this point, people might be unevenly affected, but 

further damage to the environment will soon affect everyone. 

In a similar vein to the Gemara above, in Vayikra Rabba, Rabbi 

Shimon Bar Yochai taught a mashal about people who were sitting 

together on a ship. 

ְבנֵּי ָאָדם ֶשָהיּו יוֹ  ְמעֹון ַבר יֹוָחאי, ָמָשל לִּ י שִּ ֶהן  ָתנֵּי ַרבִּ יָנה ָנַטל ֶאָחד מֵּ ְספִּ ין בִּ ְשבִּ
ב ְועֹוֶשה, ָאַמר ָלֶהם  ָריו ַמה ַאָתה יֹושֵּ ַח ַתְחָתיו, ָאְמרּו לֹו ֲחבֵּ יל קֹודֵּ ְתחִּ ַח ְוהִּ ַמְקּדֵּ
ינּו ֶאת  ין ָעלֵּ יפִּ ין ּוְמצִּ ם עֹולִּ ַח, ָאְמרּו לֹו ֶשַהַּמיִּ י קֹודֵּ י ֲאנִּ ְכַפת ָלֶכם ֹלא ַתְחתִּ ָמה אִּ

ינָ   ה. ַהְספִּ

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai taught a parable: Men were on a ship. 
One of them took a drill and started drilling underneath him. 
The others said to him: What are you sitting and doing?! He 
replied: What do you care? Is this not underneath my area that I 
am drilling?! They said to him: But the water will rise and flood 

us all on this ship.41 

The parable shows the need for shared accountability in 

maintaining the environment. The major governments and 

 
39 Bava Kama 50b. 
40 See note 28. 
41 Vayikra Rabba 6. 
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corporations have mutual culpability in destroying natural 

resources and destabilizing the climate. In order to protect the 

environment, people must hold these groups responsible for the 

holes they are drilling in the bottom of our collective ship. 

Conclusion 

Through this exploration of Jewish sources, we can understand 

environmental stewardship as a natural outgrowth of values that 

can be gleaned from stories and key mitzvot in the Torah, as well as 

stories and teachings of Chazal and in the writings of later Jewish 

thinkers. A progressive and ambitious climate policy is imperative 

to protect the most vulnerable in our society, conserve natural 

resources, and ensure that the earth is still inhabitable for future 

generations. Torah stories like Adam’s role in Eden and Noach’s 

flood teach us from the earliest days of humanity about our 

obligations to protect the earth. Three key mitzvot provide 

guidelines for our interactions with the land and inform our values 

in this area. Specifically, shemita provides a framework for building 

a more equitable society tied to preserving the land, while bal 

tashchit and kilayim communicate messages of conservation of 

resources. Although the Jewish concept of environmentalism was 

born in an agrarian society, one can actively apply it in today’s 

changed landscape. Thus, we can be confident that the imperative 

to advocate for an aggressive climate policy through political 

campaigns and grassroots organizations is rooted in our Jewish 

sources and values. The Jewish community should prioritize 

policies that care for the environment in general, including 

conservation of resources and preventing needless destruction, with 

renewed focus. The climate crisis is only worsening, and the Jewish 

people should be the first to both understand the grave urgency of 

protecting the land and to advocate and push for it.  



Tekoa Sultan-Reisler 

281 

Personal Note 

Environmental Policy has long drawn me because of its 

recognition of the responsibility corporations and other polluters 

must assume for their actions. We can mitigate the effects of climate 

change only if we take steps to repair and protect the natural 

resources God has given us. Because of legal and social 

complexities, climate migrants are not classified as refugees despite 

threats of rising sea levels and catastrophic natural disasters. 

Researching topics like climate migrants has helped me realize our 

collective responsibility to protect the earth and those who are most 

directly affected by climate change. Torah and halacha provide a 

fascinating lens through which to view this modern challenge. The 

halachot of shemita add a new dimension to conventional farming by 

teaching us not to squander resources and to sustain the land so 

crops will continue to flourish. Laws about the upkeep of the public 

domain illuminate how we should demand accountability from 

those who pollute and poison nature. The Torah’s principles are 

eternally applicable, and there is a clear connection between ancient 

and modern values and halacha. I hope to shed light on the necessity 

of sustainability and the prioritization of measures that combat 

climate change as not only a political issue, but also a Torah ideal.  

Thank you to Rabbanit Dena, who worked tirelessly editing and 

formatting this Journal. Thank you to my mentor, Rav Alex Israel, 

who helped me develop my ideas and formulate them into this 

paper. Thank you to Sara Henna Dahan, who provided thoughtful 

comments to sharpen my points. Thank you, Ima, for rigorously 

correcting my paper to make it as clear and concise as possible, and 

for encouraging me to take this opportunity in the first place and 

pushing me to both benefit from it and put in the work for it. I love 

you! 
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Believe It Or Not 
An Exploration of the Word Emuna in 

Tanach 
Vivian Cohen 

Introduction 

The word emuna is both enigmatic and fascinating; although 

common in Jewish vocabulary, it does not have a singular, concrete 

definition. “I have emuna. I know it’s going to be okay” – we’ve all 

heard it so many times. But what does the word emuna mean? In 

what contexts does it appear in Tanach? Does it have a clear 

definition in those instances? Is it used the same way in the Torah 

as it is used in Nevi’im and Ketuvim? In this paper, we will explore 

these questions, and attempt to develop a comprehensive and 

accurate understanding of the word emuna and what exactly the 

term implies in our relationship with God. 

The First Appearance of the Root  א.מ.נ 

 בראשית טו:ו 

  ַוַיְחְשֶבָה לֹו ְצָדָקה  יקוקבַ  ןְוֶהֱאמִּ 

Vehe’emin in God, who reckoned it to his merit. 

The first appearance of the root א.מ.נ in the Torah is in Bereishit 

15:6. After Avraham intervenes in the war between the four and five 

kings, God promises to protect him and give him great reward. 

Avraham questions God’s promise, and in response, God tells 

Avraham to try to count the stars, implying that his progeny will be 

as plentiful. It is after this symbolic action that the pasuk quoted 

above appears.  
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In this first occurrence of the root א.מ.נ in Tanach, it seems that 

the translation of the phrase is: “[Avraham] believed God,” in 

contrast to his prior doubt regarding God’s promise. Significantly, 

this phrase indicates that Avraham believed something God had 

told him, rather than believing in Him. Rashi, Seforno, Radak, and 

Rav Hirsch all agree that the meaning of האמין in this pasuk implies 

belief of, rather than belief in. Avraham believes that he will receive 

progeny despite his old age, as opposed to God’s other promise of 

inheriting the promised land for which he requests proof later in the 

perek.1  

The First Appearance of the Word ֱאמּוָנה  
  שמות יז:יב 

ימּו ַתְחָתיו ַויֵֶּשב ָעֶליָה ְוַאֲהֹרן   ְקחּו ֶאֶבן ַוָישִּ ים ַויִּ דִּ י ֹמֶשה ְכבֵּ ידֵּ וִּ
י ָיָדיְוחּור   ֶזה ֶאָחד ַוְיהִּ ֶזה ֶאָחד ּומִּ ַעד ֹבא   ֱאמּוָנה ו  ָתְמכּו ְבָיָדיו מִּ

 ַהָשֶמש 

And Moses’ hands grew heavy; so they took a stone and put it 
under him and he sat on it, while Aaron and Chur, one on each 
side, supported his hands; thus his hands were emuna until the 
sun set. 

This pasuk is the first time that the root appears in the form אמונה. 

We often use the word emuna without knowing its source and 

meaning. This is a fascinating first appearance. What does it mean 

for hands to be אמונה? How should the phrase אמונה ידיו   be ויהי 

translated? Can the meaning of the word emuna here explain the 

connection between the positioning of Moshe's hands and the 

outcome of the battle?  

 
1 Bereishit 15:8: 
ָנה יקוק ה' ַוֹיאַמ֑ר   יָרֶשָֽ ֶּ֥י אִָּֽ ַדָ֖ע כִּ : ַבָּמֶּ֥ה אֵּ  
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Rashbam translates אמונה here as lasting in strength, steady2 – 

Moshe’s hands maintained their ability to remain raised without 

faltering.3 Rashi, however, leans toward an explanation of 

faithfulness based on understanding Moshe’s hands to signify a 

form of prayer.4  

If we side with Rashbam, we need to ask why the word emuna is 

used to describe lasting strength or steadiness. Why not use a 

different, clearer word? It seems that the placing of this word is 

meant to impact our understanding of both the word emuna that will 

appear later in Tanach and the significance of Moshe’s hands in this 

episode. I believe Rashi’s interpretation of the word already hints at 

the answer. He says that Moshe’s hands were spread towards the 

sky with emuna – in confident prayer. In other words, according to 

Rashi, the use of the word אמונה here indicates that Moshe was 

raising his arms heavenward in prayer.  

The use of the word emuna here hints to the idea that the entire 

purpose of Moshe’s hands being raised to the sky was to increase 

the nation’s belief in God. By raising his hands, he was directing the 

nation to turn their eyes and hearts heavenward, to God.5 This 

indicated to the nation that God controls the outcome of the war 

 
2 Rashbam Shemot 17:12: 

  –קיימין בחוזקן, וכן: ותקעתיו יתד במקום נאמן )ישעיהו כב:כג(    –אמונה  
קיומו לדור דור. וכן:  –מקום חזק. וכן: ועדא דור ודור אמונתו )תהלים ק:ה( 

 .וקיימיםחלאים ארוכים  –וחלים רעים ונאמנים )דברים כח:נט( 
3 There are other instances where the root is understood as steady and lasting, 

for example: 
Devarim 28:59: 

ְפָלא  ים  יקוקְוהִּ ים ְוֶנֱאָמנִּ ם ָרעִּ ת ַמכֹות ַזְרֶעָך ַמכֹות ְגֹדֹלת ְוֶנֱאָמנֹות וֳׇחָליִּ ֶאת ַמֹכְתָך ְואֵּ  
Tehillim 19:8: 

דּות   יקוקתֹוַרת  יַבת ָנֶפש עֵּ יָמה ְמשִּ י  יקוקְתמִּ יַמת ֶפתִּ ֶנֱאָמָנה ַמְחכִּ  
4 Rashi Shemot 17:12: 

ויהי ידיו פרושות השמים באמונה, בתפילה נאמנת ונכונה  – ויהי ידיו אמונה   
5 Mishna Rosh HaShana 29a. 
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with Amalek, and that He would make that determination based on 

their faith in Him.  

Alternatively, Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra offers a novel 

interpretation.6 After first interpreting the root as “steady,” like 

Rashbam, he then connects our phrase ויהי ידיו אמונה with another 

instance where the root א.מ.נ clearly cannot mean “belief.” In Esther 

2:7, the pasuk relays the fact that Mordechai had adopted his 

orphaned niece with the phrase:   ויהי אומן  את הדסה היא אסתר כי אין

 here, based on context, seems to אומן The translation of .לה אב ואם

be he adopted/raised/took care of. If one applies that definition to our 

instance with Moshe’s hands, the pasuk would be indicating that 

Moshe’s hands were taken care of, or “brought up,” by Aharon and 

Chur. In fact, Ibn Ezra ends his explanation of this pasuk with:   כאילו

 Aaron and Chur were like nursemaids who lifted – אמונים הם שישאו ידיו

up his hands. The significance of this root here is not in relation to 

Moshe’s hands but rather with the action of the people who were 

supporting them. In this case, the root used here as emuna – 

“brought up” – implies that perhaps emuna is not only the belief that 

God will do something, as we have seen in the previous source, but 

rather that other human beings can provide for one's needs in times 

of struggle. 

 
6 Ibn Ezra Shemot 17:12: 

ה, וכן: רחל מבכה על קיימת בהרמה ולא נח  –ויהי כל אחת מידיו אמונה  
אין כל אחד ואחד, ורבים כן. ]ואין זה הדקדוק   –בניה כי איננו )ירמיהו לא:יד(  

על מלת והיה, רק על מלת אמונה, כי נמצא: ויהי אנשים אשר היו טמאים 
 )במדבר ט:ו(. 

כל אחר מידיו, כמו: צעדה עלי שור )בראשית מ״ט:כ״ב(,    –ויהי ידיו אמונה  
 .ה, והוא שם דברעומדת בתוקף ואמונ

ויש אומרים: שהוא מגזרת: ויהי אומן את הדסה )אסתר ב׳:ז׳(, כאלו אמונים 
 .הם שישאו ידיו
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The Last Torah Appearance of the Word  ֱאמּוָנה as a Noun 

 דברים לב:ד

ְשָפט   י כׇל ְּדָרָכיו מִּ ים פֳׇעלֹו כִּ י  ֱאמּוָנה ל  -אֵּ ַהצּור ָתמִּ ָעֶולְואֵּ   7ן 
יק ְוָיָשר הּוא   ַצּדִּ

The Rock, His work is perfect, for all His ways are just: a God of 
emuna and without iniquity, righteous and upright is He. 

The only other instance in the Torah where the root א.מ.נ appears 

as ֱאמּוָנה is in the pasuk cited above. One would expect that the word 

would have the same translation here as in the previous instance of 

the word ֱאמּוָנה in the Torah, or at least that the same commentators 

would be consistent and provide consistent definitions. However, 

both Rashi and Ibn Ezra do not offer the same explanations.8 Let’s 

begin with understanding their approaches and apply it to the 

context in which the word appears here in the book of Devarim. 

Rashi, who previously translated the word emuna as lasting 

strength, here explains it as just:  

אל משלם לצדיקים צדקתם לעולם הבא, ואף על פי שמאחר את   –אל אמונה  
 תגמולם, סופו לאמן את דבריו 

 God repays to the righteous for their righteousness in – אל אמונה
the World to Come, and even though He delays their repayment, 
in the end He will לאמן את דבריו – uphold His words, show them 
to be truthful. 

At first, it seems as though Rashi’s explanation of the word here 

is arbitrary and disconnected from its root. However, Rashi’s 

comment may stem from context, ultimately connecting back to the 

translation of א.מ.נ as faithful and trustworthy.  

 
7 It is interesting to note the alliteration in this phrase; what purpose does this 

come to serve?  
8 We don’t have Rashbam’s interpretation on this verse. 
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The pasuk containing the phrase אל אמונה describes God’s ways 

as perfect (תמים) and just ( משפט), and God Himself as righteous 

 Given the context, Rashi may be .(ישר) and upright (צדיק)

understanding the word אמונה here as relating to God’s 

righteousness, justice, and fairness. Furthermore, the phrase  אל

 leading Rashi to base his ,ואין עול  is juxtaposed to the phrase אמונה

translation of the first phrase off the second one. Since אין עול means 

“there is no falsehood/iniquity [in Him],” it logically follows to 

translate אמונה  as truthful and faithful. Yet we all know that אל 

righteous people suffer in this world, and that evil people seem to 

prosper. This may have led Rashi to introduce the idea that even 

though one may not see justice in this world, God provides fair 

reward for the righteous in the next world. 

The Siftei Chachamim, however, understands the reason for the 

inclusion of both phrases differently. He clarifies that both were 

necessary lest one think God acts faithfully only toward the 

righteous, but refrains from rewarding the wicked for their good 

deeds – instead erasing a sin with each mitzva so as to lessen their 

punishment but without actually giving the wicked reward. The 

phrase אין עול, he explains, teaches that God gives reward even to 

 but He makes sure to give it in this world so that they will be ,רשעים

punished harshly for their sins in the World to Come.9 

Returning to our original question, why does the definition of 

 differ in Devarim and Shemot? In the case of Devarim, although ֱאמּוָנה

the commentators may differ about the way in which God is 

 
9 Siftei Chachamim Devarim 32:4: 

אף לרשעים משלם כו׳. ר״ל דפסוק זה כפול לשון הוא, מדכתיב אל אמונה 
ודאי אין עושה עול. אלא אף לרשעים. דהוה אמינא דלא משלם להן שכרן 
אלא מנכה להן מצוה נגד עבירה, ועל העבירות הנותרות הוא מעניש אותן, 

נגד   עבירה  מנכה  דאין  בעה״ז,  קמ״ל  המצות  שכר  להם  משלם  אלא  מצוה, 
כדכתיב )לעיל ז:י( ומשלם לשונאיו אל פניו כו׳, כדי שיהא עונש של עבירות 

 :בעולם הבא מרובה
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“truthful,” we have come to the conclusion that ֱאמּוָנה is related to 

some sort of justice that God dispenses. In Shemot, however, the 

definitions ranged from steady to lasting strength to “brought up.”  

Perhaps the answer to this question lies in the context of both 

pesukim. In Devarim, the word ֱאמּוָנה applies to God, whereas in 

Shemot it refers to Moshe’s hands – those of a human being. The lack 

of controversy in Devarim regarding the translation as “faithfulness” 

may be due to the fact that we are attributing this phrase to God’s 

essence, as opposed to attributing the phrase to man’s physical 

hands (in Shemot), where the word lends itself to various 

interpretations. 

Another option is that in Shemot the conceptual gap between the 

terms “steady/lasting,” “strength/brought up,” and “faithfulness” 

is not as wide as it may seem. Below we will attempt to find an 

example of where the term ֱאמּוָנה can only be understood in one 

way. Such an example will demonstrate whether there is a 

difference in the meaning of the different appearances of the word, 

or if we can suggest translating all instances of  ֱאמּוָנה as 

“faithfulness.” 

Another Torah Case 

 שמות ד:א 

ן ֹלא   ינּו  ַיאֲ ַוַיַען ֹמֶשה ַוֹיאֶמר ְוהֵּ י ֹיאְמרּו  מִּ י כִּ ְשְמעּו ְבֹקלִּ י ְוֹלא יִּ לִּ
ֶליָך  ְרָאה אֵּ  יקוק ֹלא נִּ

Moshe answered, “But, behold, they will not ya'aminu to me, 
nor listen to my voice; for they will say, ‘Hashem has not 
appeared to you.’”u 

After God initially told Moshe to speak with the Jewish nation, 

Moshe doubted the nation’s belief in him. The translation of the root 

 seems to be relatively clear in this context, and in fact, most of א.מ.נ

the commentators agree that the term ינו  ”here means “believe ַּיֲאמִּ
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and don’t discuss the word emuna. Rather, they discuss the 

implications that emuna has in this context: what exactly the nation 

won’t believe.  

The Netziv states that the nation won’t believe Moshe is there to 

redeem them.10 In fact, he continues, perhaps one may mistakenly 

think the end of the pasuk indicates that the disbelief relates to God 

appearing to Moshe; but that is not so. Rather, Moshe said they may 

not believe that he is there to redeem them and that he is the one 

God has spoken to. According to the Netziv, Moshe feared that the 

nation may not “believe in” or accept his authority.  

Rav David Tzvi Hoffman, on the other hand, suggests that 

perhaps Moshe was worried that the nation may accuse him of 

being a false prophet, since he knew Pharaoh would not let them 

out of Egypt so easily.11  

 
10 Shemot 4:1 Netziv: 

כבר ביארנו בספר הנ״ל )בראשית כא,יב.    – והן לא יאמינו לי ולא ישמעו בקולי  
דמשמעות מקומות  ובכמה  בדבריו.   כו,ה(  להתבונן  דיוק  הוא  בקול״  ״שמיעה 

ישימו לב להחשיב דבריו כמו   ולא  יאמינו בכלל שבא לגאול,  ואמר משה שלא 
 .׳ שראוי לדקדק במי שבא לדבר בשם ה

לא קטרג ח״ו עליהם כי מעוטי אמונה הם בגאולה,  – כי יאמרו לא נראה אליך ה׳ 
כי נראה ה׳ אל משה   שים וצעקו אל ה׳, אלא לא יאמינושהרי אותה המה מבק

ביחוד, שלא היו יודעים את משה לגדול בתורה המסורה להם מן האבות ולא 
בחסידות, שהרי בקטנותו גדל בפלטין של מלך ועוסק בחכמות, ומיד כשבא 
לראות בצרת אחיו אירעה סיבה שברח מעיקר קדושת ישראל, ומצד דעת בני 

נב שהיה  לאהרן  הקב״ה  נגלה  שיהיה  ראוי  היה  במצרים, האדם  כה  עד  יא 
ה )כ,  ביחזקאל  כאן -כמבואר  רש״י  בפירוש  והובא  במצרים,  נביא  שהיה  ז( 

)פסוק י׳(, ובספר שמואל א׳ )ב,כז( כתיב ״הנגלה נגליתי אל בית אביך בהיותם 

ה׳  אליך  נראה  ״לא  היתה טענת משה שיאמרו  וזו    עוד  ויבואר.  ״ במצרים״. 
 לעון  זה  נחשב  זה  כל  ואחר]  . משה  אחר  להרהר  הדעת  מן  שהיה  מה  לפנינו
 ישראל  היו  מקום  שמכל  ה׳  היה  יודע  באשר(,  א, צז)  בשבת  כדאיתא,  למשה

 . מאמינים
11Rav David Tzvi Hoffman Shemot 1:4: 

״...והנה ה׳ הודיעו, כי לא יתן אותם מלך מצרים להלוך,   – והן לא יאמינו לי  
יתן אותם פרעה להלוך יאמינו לי׳, אחר ראייתם שלא  -ולכן אמר משה ׳והן לא

 שליח   היית  שאילו.  ׳ נראה אליך ה׳-ולא ישמעו עוד לקולו כלל, ׳כי יאמרו לא
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Rather than delving into why the word emuna was used in this 

context, since it seems intuitively appropriate here, let us examine a 

structural nuance. Significantly, in this pasuk the word ַּיֲאמִּ ינו is 

followed almost immediately by the word  ְשְמעו  There are several .ּיִּ

pesukim which contain the same structure of ינו  coming in tandem ַּיֲאמִּ

with  ְשְמעו  The repetition of this pairing highlights a need to look 12.ּיִּ

deeper into the similarities and differences between the words ישמעו 

and יאמינו; perhaps by doing so, we can sharpen our understanding 

of the term emuna. 

Hearing and Believing 

 שמות ד:ח 

ֹלא   ם  אִּ ינּו ְוָהָיה  ְוֹלא    ַיֲאמִּ ְשְמעּו  ָלְך  אשֹון  יִּ ָהרִּ ָהֹאת  ְלֹקל 
ינּו   ָהַאֲחרֹון ְלֹקל ָהֹאת ְוֶהֱאמִּ

It will happen, if they will neither ya’aminu nor listen to 
the voice of the first sign, that they will ya’aminu to the 
voice of the latter sign. 

 
-, מכיוון שבתחילת שליחותיכלומר (,  רמב״ן)  דברו״  את  פרעה  ימרה  לא,  השם

 .שקר -פעילותי אצל פרעה לא אשיג דבר, כפי שהבטחת, הרי יראו בי נביא

12 Shemot 4:1: 
ן ֹלא ַוַיַען ֹמֶשה ַויֹ  ינּו אֶמר ְוהֵּ ֶליָך  ַיֲאמִּ ְרָאה אֵּ י ֹיאְמרּו ֹלא נִּ י כִּ ְשְמעּו ְבֹקלִּ י ְוֹלא יִּ  יקוק לִּ

Shemot 4:8: 
ם ֹלא  ינּו ְוָהָיה אִּ ינּו ְלֹקל ָהֹאת ָהַאֲחרֹון ַיֲאמִּ אשֹון ְוֶהֱאמִּ ְשְמעּו ְלֹקל ָהֹאת ָהרִּ  ָלְך ְוֹלא יִּ

Shemot 4:9: 
ם ֹלא   ינּו  ְוָהָיה אִּ י ַהְיֹאר גַ ַיֲאמִּ ימֵּ ּמֵּ ְשְמעּון ְלֹקֶלָך ְוָלַקְחָת מִּ ֶלה ְוֹלא יִּ ְשנֵּי ָהֹאתֹות ָהאֵּ ם לִּ

ן ַהְיֹאר ְוָהיּו ְלָדם  ַקח מִּ ם ֲאֶשר תִּ  ְוָשַפְכָת ַהַיָבָשה ְוָהיּו ַהַּמיִּ
Shemot 4:31: 

ן  י ָפַקד ַוַיֲאמֵּ ְשְמעּו כִּ ל וְ  יקוקָהָעם ַויִּ ְשָראֵּ י יִּ ְשַתֲחוו ֶאת ְבנֵּ ְקדּו ַויִּ י ָרָאה ֶאת עְׇנָים ַויִּ  ּכִּ
Shemot 19:9: 

ָּמְך  יקוקַוֹיאֶמר  י עִּ ְשַמע ָהָעם ְבַדְברִּ ֶליָך ְבַעב ֶהָעָנן ַבֲעבּור יִּ י ָבא אֵּ נֵּה ָאֹנכִּ ֶאל ֹמֶשה הִּ
ינּו ְוַגם ְבָך  י ָהָעם ֶאל ַיֲאמִּ ְברֵּ  יקוקְלעֹוָלם ַוַיגֵּד ֹמֶשה ֶאת ּדִּ

Devarim 9:23: 
ְשֹלַח   י ָלֶכם ַוַתְמרּו    יקוקּובִּ ש ַבְרנֵַּע לֵּאֹמר ֲעלּו ּוְרשּו ֶאת ָהָאֶרץ ֲאֶשר ָנַתתִּ ָקדֵּ ֶאְתֶכם מִּ
י  יֶכם ְוֹלא -אֱ  יקוקֶאת פִּ  ֹלֹו ְוֹלא ְשַמְעֶתם ְבֹקלוֶהֱאַמְנֶתם ֹלהֵּ
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This pasuk clearly follows the same structure as the previous one, 

with יאמינו followed closely by ישמעו. It appears just eight verses 

after the previous one, in which Moshe expresses his concerns that 

the people will not believe him. In response, God gives him two 

signs to perform in front of the people, one in which his staff would 

turn into a serpent, and the second in which צרעת covers his hand. 

Then comes our pasuk, in which God declares, “If indeed they don’t 

believe you and they don’t listen to the sound of the first sign, then 

they will believe the voice of the latter sign.”  

The pasuk raises several questions. What does it mean that the 

signs had “voices”  ( קול האות הראשון... לקול האות האחרון)? Why does 

the pasuk vaguely say, "If indeed they don't believe you" (  ם ֹלא ְוָהָיה אִּ

ינּו ָלך   and then repeat more specifically, "and if they don't listen ,(ְַיֲאמִּ

to the first sign"  (אשֹון ְשְמעּו ְלֹקל ָהֹאת ָהרִּ  What is the significance ?(ְוֹלא יִּ

of the pasuk switching off between “believing” and “hearing” 

 ?(יאמינו… ישמע ו... והאמינו)

Shadal touches on the issue of the signs having “voices.” He 

explains that ָהַאֲחרֹון ָהֹאת  ְלֹקל  ינּו   must have been written that ְוֶהֱאמִּ

way in order to make it parallel with the phrase that precedes it:   ְוֹלא

אשֹון ָהרִּ ָהֹאת  ְלֹקל  ְשְמעּו   Yet this explanation still does not address 13.יִּ

why the first sign is described as having a voice or what it means for 

a sign to have a voice. 

Ibn Ezra explains simply that the Torah speaks in the language 

of human beings. Humans hear, and what we hear are voices; thus 

the Torah employed the phrase “hearing the voice” of the signs.14 

Rabbi Avbraham ben HaRambam suggests that the voices can often 

be used to identify the speaker (as in  הקול קול יעקב – the voice is the 

 
13 Shadal Shemot 4:8: 

 ל שאמר תחלה.אמר לקול אחר לשון האמנה, לזווגו עם ולא ישמעו לקו – והאמינו לקול 
14 Ibn Ezra Shemot 4:8:  

   .ואין לו קול, רק דברה תורה כלשון בני אדם, כמו: מות וחיים ביד לשון – לקול האות 
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voice of Yaakov); God was hinting that the “voice” of the sign ought 

to identify Him to the people as the One who had sent Moshe.15 Rav 

David Tzvi Hoffman posits that the use of the word “voice” 

indicates that the signs are meant to express something, namely, 

God’s desire to enter into a “battle” against the Egyptians.16 

Regarding the redundancy of the first two phrases, it seems at 

first glance that the ָלְך is equivalent to אשֹון  and the pasuk ְלֹקל ָהֹאת ָהרִּ

is simply repeating, in different words, “If the people don’t believe 

you Moshe,” meaning, “If they don’t believe the first sign you 

performed for them.” In fact, this is the position taken by both the 

Bekhor Shor17 and Ibn Ezra.18 However, if this is the case, we are left 

to wonder why the pasuk was written in such a repetitive manner. 

Why doesn’t it just state, “If they don’t listen to the first sign, they’ll 

believe the latter one” (  ינּו ְלֹקל אשֹון ְוֶהֱאמִּ ְשְמעּו ְלֹקל ָהֹאת ָהרִּ ם ֹלא יִּ ְוָהָיה אִּ

 ”without the initial phrase of, “If they don’t believe you ,(הָ ֹאת ָהַאֲחרֹון

ינּו ָלך) ם ֹלא ַיֲאמִּ   ?(ְוָהָיה אִּ

If we compare this pasuk to the previous one we explored (Shemot 

4:1, in which Moshe expresses his concern that the people will not 

listen to him), God’s response here is clearly directed towards the 

specific concerns Moshe has expressed there. Moshe said,   ֹלא ן  ְוהֵּ

י ְשְמעּו ְבֹקלִּ י ְוֹלא יִּ ינּו לִּ ינּו ָלְך   ,and therefore God responds ,ַיֲאמִּ ם ֹלא ַיֲאמִּ אִּ

אשֹון ָהרִּ ָהֹאת  ְלֹקל  ְשְמעּו  יִּ  With these pesukim side by side, it is .ְוֹלא 

apparent that the  ינּו ָלך ם ֹלא ַיֲאמִּ אִּ ְ is responding to whatever Moshe 

 
15 R’ Abraham ben HaRambam Shemot 4:8: 

פירושו להוראה ]שנקראה[ ״קול״ )כי( כמו שהקול מורה על המדבר )ככתוב(  – לקול האת  
 .ה על מי שיצא ממנוהקול קול יעקב כן האות מור

16 R’ David Tzvi Hoffman Shemot 4:8: 
 האות מדבר, והוא מבשר את רצון ה׳ להיכנס במאבק עם המצרים. – לקל האות 

17 Bechor Shor Shemot 4:8: 
 .יאמין לשיני – כלומר: מי שלא יאמין לראשון  – והיה אם לא יאמינו 

18 Ibn Ezra Shemot 4:8: 
ידע אם יאמינו אם לא יאמינו, רק הכתוב דבר כנגד משה, שאם  ידענו כי השם    – היה  

 היו מקצת ישראל שלא יאמינו לאות הראשון, יאמינו לאות האחרון.
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was concerned the nation wouldn’t believe, as we discussed in the 

previous section. The second part of the pasuk,   ְלֹקל ָהֹאת ְשְמעּו  יִּ וֹלא 

אשֹון י is clearly paralleling ,ָהרִּ ְבֹקלִּ ְשְמעּו  יִּ  What emerges then is .ְוֹלא 

that Moshe expressed concern that the people would not listen to 

his voice, so God wisely and sensitively responded directly to that 

concern by providing Moshe with an alternative voice – the voice of 

the signs. And if we combine the Ibn Ezra, Rav Avraham ben 

HaRambam, and Rav David Tzvi Hoffman’s interpretations, then 

God is expressing in a language Moshe can understand (Ibn Ezra) 

that the signs both identify Him as the One who sent Moshe (Rav 

Avraham ben HaRambam) and express God’s message of readiness 

to battle the Egyptians (Rav David Tzvi Hoffman). This should 

hopefully allay Moshe’s fear that the people will not listen to his 

voice.  

There is a deeper question that stems from these pesukim. What 

is the relationship between  אמונה and שמיעה? If we translate the 

word ְשְמעו  as heeding, or following the words of, perhaps the ּיִּ

connection between the two words lies in the nature of “belief” and 

“heeding;”19 if the nation doesn’t believe Moshe, there is no way 

they will do what he says. This understanding is quite natural. For 

example, if one doesn’t believe that a certain doctor is reliable, they 

will likely look for a second opinion and not take the course of action 

the first doctor recommended. This pasuk highlights an important 

outcome of belief: action. Perhaps this series of pesukim comes to 

teach that “belief” is incomplete without a subsequent action.  

 
19 Interpreting the word  ְשְמעו יִּ ּ as “heeding” appears throughout Tanach, 

especially throughout the story of the Exodus when Pharoah fails to “listen.” 
Here, “listen” clearly implies that he fails to do an action, namely, send the 
nation. In Shemot 9:12 it states: 

ֵ֣ב ַפְרֹעֶּ֔ה ְוֹלֶּ֥א  יקוקַוְיַחזֵּ֤ק  ֶבֶּ֥ר ָשַמָ֖ע ֶאת־לֵּ ֶה֑ם ַכֲאֶשּ֛ר ּדִּ ה יקוקֲאלֵּ     :ֶאל־ֹמֶשָֽ
But Hashem stiffened the heart of Pharaoh, and he would not heed them, just as 
Hashem had told Moses. 
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The Use of the Word אמונה in Tehillim 

 תהילים צו:יג

י   ְפנֵּ ים   יקוקלִּ ל ְבֶצֶדק ְוַעּמִּ בֵּ ְשֹפט תֵּ ְשֹפט ָהָאֶרץ יִּ י ָבא לִּ י ָבא כִּ כִּ
 ֶבֱאמּוָנתוֹ 

Before the Lord, for He is come; For He is come to judge the 
earth; He will judge the world with righteousness, And the 
peoples be’emunato. 

 This pasuk in Tehillim describes God as judging the world 

with righteousness and nations with “His emuna.” It is unique in 

that it describes God as possessing the trait of אמונה. What can it 

possibly mean for God to have emuna?  

It would be difficult to understand the root א.מ.נ in this pasuk in 

any way other than “faithfulness.” But this leads us to deeper 

questions: What does “God’s faithfulness” imply? To whom is God 

being faithful and what is meant by faithfulness in this context?  

One common poetic device implemented throughout Tehillim is 

parallel structure. If we interpret this pasuk as containing two 

separate but dovetailing parts, ל ְבֶצֶדק בֵּ ים ֶבֱאמּוָנתו  and תֵּ ְוַעּמִּ ֹ, then the 

meaning of God’s faithfulness is His justice.20 

This pasuk is one of many pesukim in Nevi'im and Ketuvim which 

contain some form of both the word emuna and the word tzedek.21 

 
20 Similar to how we interpreted Devarim 32:4. 
21Devarim 32:4:  

ל  ְשָפט אֵּ י כׇל ְּדָרָכיו מִּ ים פֳׇעלֹו כִּ ין ָעֶול ֱאמּוָנה ַהצּור ָתמִּ יק ְואֵּ   ְוָיָשר הּוא ַצּדִּ
Shmuel I 26:23:  

יש ֶאת    יקוקוַ  יב ָלאִּ ְדָקתֹו  ָישִּ י    יקוקֲאֶשר ְנָתְנָך  ֱאֻמָנתֹו  ְוֶאת  צִּ ְשֹלַח ָידִּ י לִּ יתִּ ַהיֹום ְבָיד ְוֹלא ָאבִּ
יַח   ְמשִּ  יקוקבִּ

Yeshayahu 11:5: 
זֹור מְׇתָניו ֶצֶדק ְוָהָיה  זֹור ֲחָלָציוְוָהֱאמּוָנה אֵּ   אֵּ

Yeshayahu 59:4: 
א  ין ֹקרֵּ ְשָפט ק ְבֶצדֶ אֵּ ין נִּ יד ָאֶון ֶבֱאמּוָנה ְואֵּ  ָבטֹוַח ַעל ֹתהּו ְוַדֶבר ָשְוא ָהרֹו ָעָמל ְוהֹולֵּ
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What is the connection between these two concepts? Perhaps the 

concept of ֶצֶדק is meant to shed light on the word ֱאמּוָנה. In the 

pesukim consisting of both these words, the two parts of the pasuk 

are placed parallel to each other, indicating that ֱאמּוָנה is being 

translated as or equated to ֶצֶדק, justice or fairness. This notion takes 

the idea of emuna one step further. Instead of understanding ֱאמּוָנה 

as merely belief or faithfulness, these pesukim illuminate that belief 

consists of an inherent and deep connection between God and 

justice. This fits in perfectly with Devarim 32:4, where emuna 

indicates that God makes sure everyone gets what they deserve. It 

is not sufficient to believe merely that God exists, but rather that He 

is also a fair and just God. By these two words recurring together in 

many pesukim, a fundamental principle of our belief system is 

revealed.  

  חסד  and אמונה 

 תהילים צב:ג

יד ַבֹבֶקר ַחְסֶּדָך  ילֹות  ֶוֱאמּוָנְתָך ְלַהגִּ  ַבלֵּ

To declare Your loving-kindness in the morning, 
ve’emunatecha in the night. 

 
Chabakkuk 2:4:  

נֵּה ֻעְפָלה ֹלא ָיְשָרה ַנְפשֹו בֹו  יק ֶבֱאמּוָנתֹו הִּ ְחֶיהְוַצּדִּ   יִּ
Tehillim 4:11: 

ְדָקְתָך  י צִּ בִּ י ְבתֹוְך לִּ יתִּ סִּ ְתָך ְלָקָהל ָרב ֱאמּוָנְתָך ֹלא כִּ י ַחְסְּדָך ַוֲאמִּ ַחְדתִּ י ֹלא כִּ  ּוְתשּוָעְתָך ָאָמְרתִּ
Tehillim 96:13: 

י  ְפנֵּ ל  יקוקלִּ בֵּ ְשֹפט תֵּ ְשֹפט ָהָאֶרץ יִּ י ָבא לִּ י ָבא כִּ ים ְבֶצֶדק כִּ  ֶֹבֱאמּוָנתו ְוַעּמִּ
Tehillim 119:75: 

י  י  יקוקָיַדְעתִּ ְשָפֶטיָך ֶצֶדק כִּ י ה ֶוֱאמּונָ מִּ יָתנִּ נִּ  עִּ
Tehillim 143:1:  

ד  ְזמֹור ְלָדוִּ יָנה ֶאל ַתֲחנּוַני  יקוקמִּ י ַהֲאזִּ ָלתִּ י ֶבֱאֻמָנְתָך ְשַמע ְתפִּ נִּ ְדָקֶתךֲענֵּ  ְָבצִּ
Mishlei 12:17: 

יַח  יד ֱאמּוָנה ָיפִּ ְרָמהֶצֶדק ַיגִּ ים מִּ ד ְשָקרִּ   ְועֵּ
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Similar to our previous example, it seems there is consensus to 

translate  אמונה here as faithfulness since here, too, it is being used to 

describe an attribute of God. Yet what does “God’s faithfulness” 

entail in this context? 

I’d like to suggest that this pasuk emphasizes another 

fundamental belief about God that the author of this perek is trying 

to convey. God is full of loving-kindness. In fact, א.מ.נ and ח.ס.ד 

appear together in many more pesukim, similar to the linking of  א.מ.נ 

and צ.ד.ק in multiple pesukim.22 In most of these cases, they are 

conjugated in a similar manner, enabling parallel translation for the 

two phrases. Based on the fact that these two words are found 

together in many pesukim in Tehillim, we can conclude that this perek 

of Tehillim is emphasizing that a core belief about God is that He 

displays chesed. 

 
22Tehillim 36:6: 

ם  יקוק  יםַחְסֶּדָך ֱאמּוָנְתָך ְבַהָשַמיִּ  .ַעד ְשָחקִּ
Tehillim 88:12: 

 ָבֲאַבּדֹון ַחְסֶּדָך ֱאמּוָנְתָך ַהְיֻסַפר ַבֶקֶבר 
Tehillim 89:2: 

י  יַע  יקוקַחְסדֵּ יָרה ְלֹדר ָוֹדר אֹודִּ י ֱאמּוָנְתָך עֹוָלם ָאשִּ  ְבפִּ
Tehillim 89:3:  

י עֹוָלם  י ָאַמְרתִּ ן  ֶחֶסד כִּ ם ָתכִּ ָבֶנה ָשַמיִּ  ָבֶהםֱאמּוָנְתָך יִּ
Tehillim 89:25: 

י   י ְוַחְסּדִּ י ָתרּום ַקְרנוֶוֱאמּוָנתִּ ְשמִּ ּמֹו ּובִּ  עִּ
Tehillim 89:34:  

י  ר ְוַחְסּדִּ ּמֹו ְוֹלא ֲאַשקֵּ עִּ יר מֵּ י ֹלא ָאפִּ  ֶבֱאמּוָנתִּ
Tehillim 89:50: 

ד  ֲחָסֶדיָך ַאיֵּה  ְשַבְעָת ְלָדוִּ ים ֲאֹדָני נִּ אֹשנִּ  ֶָבֱאמּוָנֶתך ָהרִּ
Tehillim 92:3: 

יד ַבֹבֶקר  ילֹות ַחְסֶּדָך ֶוֱאמּוָנְתָך ְלַהגִּ  ַבלֵּ
Tehillim 98:3:  

ינו ַחְסּדֹו ֶוֱאמּוָנתֹו ָזַכר  ת ְישּוַעת ֱאֹלהֵּ י ָאֶרץ אֵּ ל ָראּו כׇל ַאְפסֵּ ְשָראֵּ ית יִּ   .ְּלבֵּ
Tehillim 100:5: 

י טֹוב    ֱֹאמּוָנתו ְוַעד ֹּדר ָוֹדר  ַחְסּדֹו ְלעֹוָלם  יקוקכִּ
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Conclusion 

The word emuna possesses as much meaning today as it did in 

the prophecies of the Nevi’im Acharonim, in the teachings of various 

Rishonim (such as Rambam) with regard to Judaism’s fundamental 

beliefs, and in the Jewish people’s lexicon from ancient times until 

now. Yet even from the earliest times, the connotation of the word 

emuna has been vague. Instead of defining the word simply as 

“belief,” we have been left to determine, depending on the context, 

whether to translate the word as “certain,” “faithful,” “steadfast,” 

etc. Although each possible definition seems synonymous, each is 

nuanced. Indeed, in some instances it is impossible to explain the 

root in more than one way. In addition, we have seen pesukim which 

prove that meaning of the word ֱאמּוָנה is dependent upon the 

content surrounding it.  

We have learned, based on the pesukim in Torah, that true belief 

is often followed by action, that belief is expressed through prayer, 

and that belief in God includes believing that He is involved in our 

lives in some way. Furthermore, by examining how the word emuna 

is used in Tehillim, we discovered that this integral part of Ketuvim 

develops and sharpens the core concept of אמונה. The consistent 

pairing of various forms of the word אמונה with  צדק as well as with 

 is not אמונה the book of Tehillim enables us to understand that חסד

just an amorphous belief that God exists, but rather entails specific 

beliefs about God: that He is a God of justice and of loving-kindness. 

From studying the complex word אמונה and all its nuanced 

interpretations, it is clear that there is a precedent for the different 

intentions people invoke when using the term today.  
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Personal Note  

The idea of emuna has always perplexed me. I often ponder its 

implications: Am I simply supposed to believe in God? Believe that 

He is a part of my life? In fact, when I hear other people use the word 

emuna, I wonder what they think we’re supposed to believe. With 

the concept of emuna constantly on my mind, I was inspired to 

explore the original roots of the word emuna in order to see what the 

Tanach implies when it uses the root א.מ.נ. 

Researching and writing on this topic was intellectually 

stimulating and spiritually revealing. I am thankful to Dr. Nava 

Finkelmen for her time and patience in helping me solidify and edit 

my ideas. I am also very grateful for Rabbanit Dena Rock’s devotion 

to us Matmidot Scholars, not only for her editing help, but for the 

Monday nights which she scheduled for us to meet with scholars 

and change-makers. Those were the moments that often inspired 

my desire to write and learn on a deeper level. I hope to carry this 

spark with me throughout my life.  

 


