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23. Rav Aharon Lichtenstein’s “Hands Across the Ocean: A Review of Rabbi Aharon
Feldman’s The Eye of the Storm” (Jewish Action, Spring 2010)

With respect to women’s tefillin, we are told first “that the classic authorities agree
unanimously that women are forbidden to wear tefillin” (p. 96). Shortly thereafter, we
read of “the nearly unanimous [my italics] array of the classical poskim cited above who
prohibited women wearing tefillin” (p. 96); but then again read “of unanimity among
halachic authorities to forbid it” (p. 99). Strictly speaking, of course, if we use Rishonim
as a yardstick, neither statement is accurate. A practice which was regarded as
open to acceptance by the Rashba, the Ritva, the Meiri and less prominent
Rishonim-all of whom asserted, minimally, that while the Yerushalmi cites
conflicting views as to whether authoritative chachamim had protested
against Michal’s (the daughter of Shaul Hamelech) wearing tefillin, the
Bavli, whose views ordinarily prevail, assumed unequivocally that they had
not—can hardly be peremptorily dismissed for lack of support. As to the
statement that the Vilna Gaon held, contrarily, that the Bavli could be aligned with the
Yerushalmi (p. 96), I believe the Vilna Gaon’s remark can be readily interpreted as
conjecture rather than fact. Or again, inasmuch as the practice was nowhere
proscribed by the Rambam or the Mechaber in Shulchan Aruch and, on
some readings, was even permitted by the Ba’alei HaTosafot—it cannot be
said to have been rejected, either unanimously, or nearly unanimously. Are
not the giants here cited “classical authorities?”

Moreover, in the very same paragraph in which the Maharam is cited as a source for
extending the scope of the term guf naki (a clean or pure body) to include pure thought
devoid of salacious content, the author of the Orchot Chaim, a fourteenth-century
Provencal compendium, clearly indicates that he, at any rate, thought the extension has
no bearing upon women, who, in his opinion, are apparently not defiled by sexual
ruminations. And indeed, he quotes the Rashbag as holding, without qualification, that
a woman may wear tefillin and recite their berachah. I presume that Rabbi Feldman felt
that these points could and should be outweighed by other factors. For my part, I
would submit that given the complexity— rather than the supposed
simplicity— of the issue, we can readily and emphatically agree with Rabbi
Feldman’s judgment, to the effect that traditional prevalent practice should
be sustained. But let the basis of that position be clearly understood, and let
us beware of passion infringing upon precision. Assuredly, we can emulate the
model cited in the Gemara (Ketubot 83a-84b), and common in legal practice, of
accepting juridic conclusion, but for different reasons.
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