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Rabbi Dr. Zev Farber

The debate about women wearing tefillin rages. The issue has many moving parts, some are
halakhic, most are sociological. In this piece, I want to touch upon only one aspect of the
debate, the concept of gufnaqgi(clean body) and its application to the question of whether
women should wear tefi//in. In this first piece, I will simply discuss what the concept means

in rabbinic literature.

Elisha’s Wings

The idea that tefillin require a guf naqi comes from a passage in the Babylonian Talmud

(Shabbat 49a):

D13 PR Pan” oRP 27 IR Rabbi Yanai said: “ Tefillin require a guf'nagi (clean
".0'813 Hpa ywORa  body) like Elisha, the man with wings.”

This statement is enigmatic, both because it is unclear what it means by “clean” and

because of the reference to this strange person, Elisha with the wings.

! Morethodoxy shut down, so I am posting my previously published articles as PDFs here. They have not

been revised.
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Before answering these questions, it is worth pausing and asking what the halakhic
consequences of such a statement are meant to be. Assuming Elisha with the wings was an
extraordinary person (we will discuss this more a little later), does that mean that most
people should not wear zefi//in®> As will be seen, there is more than one way to understand

the import of the statement about Elisha.
Model 1 - Persecution and the Pure Spirit
The Babylonian Talmud (Shabbat 49a) relates Elisha’s story:

oyaw o813 5ya 9 Mp xRt Why do they call him, “the man with wings”? Once the
A" Apwan i mavn A nnx - wicked Roman government made a decree against the
NP P>an nuann 5w 58w 5y Jews that anyone who wore zefillin would have his head
R¥™M DM pwHR M amn nR- pierced. Elisha, however, put on his tefillin and went
,P197 P - TAR WTOP IR .pWH  out in public. An official saw him. [Elisha] ran away
1501 1HER YW 21 . InR P and the man chased him. When he was about to catch
AT AN A9 IR T PNRIWRIA up, [Elisha] removed them from his head and held
nNR VWO .73 913 19 IR P72 them in his hand. The man said: “What is that in your
P 72785 A a3 wenn T hand?” [Elisha] replied: “Dove’s wings.” He opened his
.0'013 Hpa ywor 1mR  had and there were dove’s wings. Therefore, he is
called, “Elisha with the wings.”

According to this story, Elisha’s righteousness was that he risked his life to fulfill the

mitzvah of wearing tefillin. Not only that, he wore them in public, a bold if risky move.

Following this story, a number of commentators assume that the meaning of Rabbi Yanai’s
dictum is that one should not wear tefi//in during a time of persecution unless one is as

righteous as Elisha. Rav Hai Gaon, for instance, in a responsum dedicated to convincing
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men that they should wear tefillin and should not worry about the cleanness of their bodies,

writes (Sha’arei Teshuvah 153):

g3 2R phan nh 0TR K1 DN
WA T2 0'830 Hpa pwhra P
TAwn nywa R"a7 Ana M

NR 1P PYan mann 5 o
AEY YTPR 52 0N AR MmN
07810 Hya pwrHvd M3 PUIR RITW
1YY 0N TAWA NYwa 0115 WYY
820 HR RS ORI Phan o annb
12 TAIR NKR ORW 110D TH Ry
nn3 13 ww wnpm M1 n''o

12 NMa ANRY DYW RIM NPwan
181 Han 1P At 523 13 R
rhan o'nan uw 85w b nnK
K51 TAWA NYwa RHR P1 PR
ANR AT

If one were to argue that tefillin requires a guf naqi like
Elisha with the wings, the Sages explained it thus: In
what context was this stated? During a time of
persecution, where they made a decree that anyone
who wore tefillin would have his head punctured. The
Sages said: ‘Anyone who knows that he is as righteous
as Elisha with the wings, for whom a miracle was done
during the persecution when he risked his life, should
wear tefillin. Otherwise, do not put yourself at risk.”
For if you do not interpret it this way (but assume that
one should not wear tefi//in unless one is immaculately
clean), a Torah scroll, which is bigger and holier and
has many parshiyot and is complete — we open this and
read from it all the time, certainly we can wear tefi//in!
Rather, learn from this that when the Sages said that
tefillin needs a guf naqi, this refers to during a

persecution and to no other time.

In other words, in Rav Hai Gaon’s interpretation, guf nagi means something like “a pure

spirit” and the halakha refers only to wearing tefil/in at the risk of one’s life. It has nothing

to do with physical cleanliness at all.

Clarifying this position, R. Shmuel bar Meshullam Yerundi (Sefer Ohel Moed, Laws of

Tefillin, Mezuzah and Tzitzit 1:1) translates the term guf naqi as “free from sin ( *p1 95

napn).” This is R. Tam’s position as well (Sefér Ha-Yashar, Novelae, 675):

Hya PYWIORD I N3 PR PYan
S5 W IART YA R 'miha Lovain

Tefillin requires a guf nagilike Elisha with the wings —

meaning, if one wishes for a miracle to be performed
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T2 PwHRD NWPIw 12 KO3 on one’s behalf as was done for Elisha, he must have a
.0"813 Hpa pwrora 1 M3 N> pure being like that of Elisha with the wings.

For R. Tam, the import of R. Yanai’s position is only about hoping for a miracle. In other

words, R. Yanai is discouraging men from endangering their lives in order to wear tefillin.>
Model 2 — Immaculate Bodies but not Halakha Le-Maaseh

Another interpretive tradition assumes that the statement was meant to limit tefillin
wearing to very select individuals. The Jerusalem Talmud (Berakhot 2:3) makes this point

clearly:

592 pwHrd 1wRW 3 R a0 Over there (Babylon) they say that anyone who is not
Jan wa% 85 oo1a  like Elisha with the wings should not wear zefillin.

Although this statement mentions nothing about Elisha’s “clean body”, it states that if a
person is not like Elisha, in whatever way he was special, he should not wear tefi//in.
Significantly, the Jerusalem Talmud attributes this position to “them,” which implies that it

does not accept the statement as authoritative.

The Jerusalem Talmud is not the only one to distance itself from this position. Rabbi

Menachem ben Shimon (Midrash Sekhel Tov, Exod. 13) writes:

89 R Nrw RY 72 jwh Mow It is forbidden to sleep in tefillin, whether just nodding
,0N2 1A RN 771 ,pap nw  off or really sleeping, lest one flatulate while wearing

,MIRD Mo 8 p own Yar  them, however, we are not worried about ejaculation

182 5" 8 55 1rpoaT 803 [during sleep] as semen would not forbid a person

? R. Tam’s position is brought down as authoritative by R. Avraham bar Natan Even ha-Yarhi in Sefer ha-

Manhig ( Tefillin) as well.
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PWHRD 1 413 I POan RT  from wearing tefillin, as we stated earlier. However, we
8515 7N MM 85w L0013 5ya - do not follow the position of the person who said that
2"w) 0TRA NN NRN 'RIw ,nwn  tefillin require a clean body like Elisha with the wings,

(01 since the Torah was not given to the ministering

angels, as it says (2 Sam. 7:19): “this is the Torah of

»”

man.

This is the understanding of R. Hananel as well (Shabbat 130):

1580 9ARW 'R 3273 ...7397 X1 The Halakha does not follow... Rabbi Yanai, who said
0'012 5Ya pwHnd 1 g pame  that tefillin require a guf nagilike Elisha with the
RIY 727 90K KD *3 71337 WAt wings, but the Rabbis interpreted R. Yanai and said that
PMIY RINT TN 10 NYwa 898 he was only referring to the time of persecution, and
20175 12y they support this with the account of [Elisha] running

away and a miracle occurring on his behalf.

According to R. Hananel, we simply don’t follow R. Yanai’s position, although he is open

to accepting the reinterpreted R. Yanai as described in the previous model.
Model 3 — Flatulance

The Babylonian Talmud offers its own clarification of the concept, guf naqi, in the lines

immediately following the quote from R. Yanai:

nrar ®R5W" R Mar Px00 RN What does this mean? Abaye said: “Not to flatulate
"1n3 wn R5W" R 831 "2 with them on.” Rava said: “Not to sleep with them on.”

Assuming one were to accept both answers, i.e. that it is forbidden to flatulate with zefillin
on or to sleep with them on, this does not seem like an impossible task. Is Elisha with the
wings really the only person who was able to accomplish this? The answer that the vast
majority of authorities who follow this model give is “no.” In other words, everyone should

wear tefillin; it is only a warning to be careful while wearing them.

5
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These rishonim further claim that R. Yanai was speaking about people who wear their
tefillin all day, but certainly for people who wear them only during prayer there should be

nothing at all to worry about. Below are some examples of Rishonim who make this point.3

R. Moshe of Coucy (Sefer Mitzvot ha-Gadol, Positive Commandments, 3)

912 on 92 jmanw oTRa 9 This refers to a person who wears zefillin all day, as is
Dna nwy vhHY onawr 1o iMmvna  the mitzvah, lest he forget he is wearing them and he
n7'an NYwa Har a0 KW 137 act inappropriately. During prayer, however, there isn’t
,PoanY MR R 85w YW 7Y PR a person wicked enough that he can’t be trust with

tefillin.

Rashba (Glosses on Tractate Shabbat 49a)

3 See also the treatment of R. Bahya ben Asher (Kad ha-Qemah, “Tefillin”), who surveys more than one model

for understanding R. Yanai.

manY MR OTR 52 72 ,15YNY TN 7awnnn HY M pantw SR TARD PR 1 Men 07ph 0IRA Taw
N1 ,0°012 H5pa pwHR P 91315 1w 2oy TR PRI, IITAM DI 10 A0 1913 RM2 RIAW a1 52 poan
P2an 2"R 85K PHan menb MR TR 52 PRY PAWINY 0PI 0 DRP D3 HRIWT AR OTR Y13 139713 PYow
K91 D772 781 DRI MRAAW 7200 87 M LMND P 3 1H 1w 0119 Awyiw 0va13 Hya ywhr nxnd

5Y MY 'RTI RIA P2°A0 MINN DRY TAWA NYWa ROR AR AT RN PR ™D 102 891 WT 891,02 1
5ar ,1120: 197 IRk B PR IR OR1 TAY nywa phran manb 1Y wr 0a1d Hya pewrora o1 1h nwyw mnry
IR ,DWITR 092 ATYA 522 725 01RA SR 521 ,mmnd ©0ann m1000 nywa ROW SR 1R 92 IRw
aA™M IR DA 002 901 YWHKRD I 91315 WP ORW PRI 413 1w 11 192 0ra 52 1oman payh nsnn inea
915 TR PRY, MY YW D 1H 07 1R R 91315 PR OR Har ,pwhR awiy nw o 1ha 'va Ha 'mand
121 .1%N2 1235 272 1manh PR 0PN D 2 ,0YY NHVIN MEA RAWI PYAN MkA AN DAY 0H1Tan

5 an 1 nph var phan b pTea op (147 2"5) N210 NN TINN
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SArh PTIR P g1 PaTR wIa
opHoY nrw M 12 et RHw
"'wn wa a1, anh Tavw nywa
.MaoInNa o3 wa 11,5

Rosh (Hilkhot Qetanot, Tefillin)

Hya PwrORD TR RPW KD N
nrwn 9nrh M1aw 85K 07810

D1 19 PIRT PT IMND ANanm
N0 W P RANoA PYana
KON 1MAnD PO PRW RITRM
1nrh oTR 5120 Hpa nban nywa
YW ANIRa

The term ‘they require a guf'nagr refers to someone
who knows how to avoid flatulence while wearing
them, meaning that he knows to remove them when he
feels the need to flatulate — that is Rashi’s explanation,

and it is Tosafot’s as well.

This does not mean that he must be like Elisha with
the wings, but rather that he can avoid flatulence and
falling asleep like him. For since a miracle occurred for
him because of his zefillin, it seems reasonable to
assume that he guarded their purity. Nowadays, since
we only wear them during prayer, it is easy for a

person to be careful during that space of time.

R. Joshua ibn Shuib (Derashot, Va-ethanan)

R WA NRT RN PR W
DI O PR POAN TART R 12T
'n ['2] ©RIRY D813 HYa PR
"D [12] R AN AN (7] P KRIN

kb IR RAPD RN 1IAKR V103
R5WY oA e RHW 1IAKRT,RN250
1n b ;120 X7 oK1 ,003
.0n% MR7 0TR 52 Ananm nrwn
1N 12725 1o "W wra
PR OTA D 1M PININ YA 0NN
PWHRD P11 TRY (A1) PRI
52 yaw NRMp Rt Sar ,orn b
MM Arwn 9nrh 9120 oIN

There are those who are lenient with this mitzvah
because of what R. Yanai said, that tefillin requires a
guf naqi like Elisha with the wings. They say: “Who
could be pure like him?” But this is not correct,
because [the Talmud] explicitly asks what is the reason
or what is the halakhic import of this statement, and it
answers, to avoid flatulating or sleeping while wearing
them. So any man who can avoid sleep or flatulence
should wear them. This was also Rashi’s interpretation.
It was back in the period when they would wear them
all day that they said that tefillin requires a guf naqi
like Elisha of the wings, but just while reciting the
Shema, every person can be careful to avoid sleep and

flatulence!

R. Avraham Zakut (Sefer ha-Yukhsin, Seder Amoraim, “Elisha”)
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85 "2 nabn wRw 1ana "1 oram The Geonim wrote that the halakha does not follow [R.
5ar ,nwn ax5Y 7N M1 Yanai], since the Torah was not given to the
519 12%0 RITW 12N3 NRA ministering angels. However, later authorities wrote
,ney Taynh noan nywa oIx  that it is halakha, and that a person can remain under

control during prayer.

Summary: What does the Elisha Phrase Mean, Halakhically Speaking?

In short, if R. Yanai’s statement was meant to warn regular Jews not to risk their lives by
wearing tefillin, it is irrelevant to the question of cleanliness. If it was meant to limit tefillin
only to exceedingly pious individuals, like Elisha, the Geonim already decided that his is not
the halakha and we do not follow this position. If all it means is that people wearing tefillin
need to be careful not to flatulate or sleep while wearing it, that is considered halakha, but

is also considered easy to follow unless one has a stomach ailment.

The only people who might have trouble with it are people who wear them all day, and for
this reason R. Yanai suggests that only very pious people should wear them all day, but
everyone should wear them during prayer, since there is nothing to worry about for the

average person. This is the halakha as we have inherited it.*

* See, for example, Shulhan Arukh, Orah Haim 38:1, where R. Joseph Karo says that people with stomach
ailments should not wear tefil/lin. Presumably the average person with such an ailment can avoid flatulence

during prayer.



