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The Intimacy of Wearing God’s Name

R. Elie Kaunfer - kaunfer@hadar.org

Parashat Tetzaveh 5783

In the moment of prayer, how are we meant to feel close to God, beyond reciting the words of

the Siddur? How might we feel a connection to God through our tactile experiences?

In Parashat Tetzaveh, we learn about the special clothing of the High Priest. One of these

articles is a plate that wraps around the head, called the tzitz:

Exodus 28:36,38 n%7,I'7:nd ninv
You shall make a plate (tzitz)" of pure gold, and engrave upon I"7¥ ANA91 INY 2NT Y'Y N'WYI
it with seal engravings: “Holy to YHVH.” ...it shall be on Nl PIRY7 YT DDNCNIRD
[Aharon’s] forehead perpetually for their acceptance for YHVH. PP 197 DY [IN7 TR inyn~7y

Aharon is meant to wear a special plate of gold, which has the name of God engraved on it.
The function of this head wrapping is to expiate any “inadvertent impurity or imperfection in

the offerings to the sanctuary” (see the first half of Exodus 28:38). It served to reassure

! For this translation, see Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16 (New York: Doubleday, 1991), p. 512 and Robert Alter, The
Hebrew Bible (New York: Norton, 2019), p. 328.

> Milgrom, p. 512. See Tosefta Pesahim 6:5 and Sifrei Bemidbar #109, ed. Kahane, p. 286, for the Rabbinic
expansion of the tzitz’s power of expiation. See further Shmuel Safrai and Ze’ev Safrai, Mishnat Eretz Yisrael:
Pesahim (Jerusalem: Lifschitz, 2009), p. 284, n. 36.
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priests, and those laypeople bringing the sacrifice, that even if the priest made an errorin

making a sacrifice, the sin would be forgiven.?

What does the word “tzitz” mean? It can refer to a blossom, or perhaps a plate. Buta

midrashic tradition* connects its meaning to a verse from the Song of Songs:

Song of Songs 2:9° VA D'YAIY
Behold, my lover stands behind our wall, looking through N'aYn 1702 0K TRIY NT™NaN...
the window, peering (meitzitz) through the cracks. D'2NN7 N Y'Y NN

In this moment in the Song of Songs, the lover approaches his beloved. Just before entering
her house and inviting her to run away with him, he pauses, and peers through the cracks in
the wall that separates them. Itis a moment of anticipation and heightened connection.

They are not yet united, but they are about to be.

The midrash sees this as the derivation of the word “tzitz” worn by the High Priest: to peer
through the crack. The tzitzis the connection point between God and the High Priest. Itis not
simply a band with God’s name on it, but it is the reminder that God sees Aharon by “peering
through the cracks.” In this understanding, the tzitz functions as a bridge and connection
point between God and Aharon. As R. Behaye comments (on Exodus 28:26): “the Shekhinah is
right above [Aharon’s] head.” This plate, wrapped around Aharon’s head, allows Aharon to

feel God’s presence intimately.

In the rabbinic understanding, God’s peering at Israel, God’s beloved, continued beyond the

stage in history in which the High Priest served as a holy mediator. Indeed, according to

® See Mishnat Eretz Yisrael: Pesahim, p. 285.
* This position is expressed by later commentators such as Rashbam and Rabbeinu Behaye.
® For the midrash, see Torah Sheleimah, vol. 20, p. 183, #106.
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another midrash, in the era of the synagogue, when the priests recite the special blessing for

Israel (see Numbers 6:24-26), God peers through the fingers of the priests:

Pesikta Rabbati 15:9, ed. Friedmann, p. 72a° 10 X;70'9 (DI7¥W W'X) 'NAN KNj7'09
“Behold, my lover stands behind our wall”—behind the N2 *7ND INK 12710 NN TAY AT NN
walls of the synagogues and study houses... ..NIYYTN M2l Niro
“Peering through the cracks”—between the fingers of the 7¢ DN'MIYIANKN 2N DDINN A YN
priests. .01Nd

God is not only looking at Israel through the tzitz of the High Priest. Rather, God is peering
through the fingers of the priests as they hold their hands up in special formation (imitating a
wall with cracks) and recite their special blessing in the synagogue. This is the reason one
may not look at the priests when they recite this blessing: God’s presence is so close, so

palpable, that we must avert our gaze.’

But the image of God peering through the crack, like a lover poised to appear, is not limited to
the domain of the priests. Indeed, the tzitz, the catalyst by which God sees us, is connected to
one of the most basic prayer accessories today: tefillin. Rabbah bar Rav Huna draws a

connection between the tzitz and the tefillin:®

® Indeed, Rashi notes that the Shekhinah is resting between the fingers of the priests when they recite this
blessing. See Rashi on Bavli Hagigah 16a, s.v. |'>1anl.

" The Rosh to Megillah 3, #21, writes about the priests offering the blessing: “|'an y'xni |n'wxn nyn? nnwY
DN'MIVaxXX 'O1n / the Shekhinah is above their heads and is peering between the spaces in their fingers.” See
also Zohar 3:147a, ed. Pritzker, vol. 8, p. 477. See further Daniel Sperber, Minhagei Yisrael (Jerusalem: Mossad
HaRav Kook, 1998), vol. 6, pp. 23ff.

& Although in Rabbinic understanding, the High Priest wore both the tzitz and tefillin, so they were not 100%
equivalent. See Bavli Zevahim 19a.
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Talmud Bavli Shabbat 12a

Rabbah bar Rav Huna said: A person must touch his tefillin
regularly (in order to be aware of wearing them). This is derived
from the tzitz: If concerning the tzitz, which only has God’s name
written on it once, the Torah said “it must be perpetually on his
forehead” so that his concentration does not fade from it (when it
is on his head),” then tefillin, which has many mentions of God’s

name (in the texts within), how much the more so!
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.A'NaY "1 TInn

DTN QN XN 212 N2 INXT
77 ,NYYINYY D '7'ona wnwun?
NN 1D |'RY Y'Y DN cy'yn nni

7V NN NNANR - TR NNDTR
,INN MY T N'O* X7W - TN IN¥N
7V - NN NNDTX [N W'Y 79N

Innd1 nnd NNX

Rabbah bar Rav Huna notes that the priest always had to maintain focus on the fact that he

was wearing the name of God (07 wTij') on his head." Tefillin have texts that mention God

many times over, and therefore one who wears tefillin must focus on this fact, and be aware of

the presence of God’s name on their head. Tzitz and tefillin—both means of binding God’s

name to one’s forehead—are physical objects whose function is to directly connect its wearer

to God’s presence. Indeed, the very intimate action of binding God’s name to one’s head

draws one closer to God.

If the tzitz and tefillin are related, one could have imagined that tefillin—like the tzitz—would

be reserved for a limited elite. But that is not the opinion of the Talmud:

Talmud Bavli Arakhin 3b
Everyone is required to wear tefillin: priests, Levites, and

Israelites.

® See Bavli Yoma 7b.

22w "2 TN
D'17 02ND,"7'9Na 2N 7N

ORI

% This matches R. Yehuda’s understanding of the word “Tmn - always” in Exodus 28:38. See Bavli Yoma 7b.
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The fact that Jews of all statuses, not just priests, were required to wear tefillin, is shocking.™

Regular people, not just Aharon and his family, were commanded to wrap their heads with

texts containing the name of God." God looks at all of us, not just priests.*

Indeed, when | put tefillin on my head (and my arm), | feel a physical closeness to God. Itis an
intense form of intimacy to wear a head wrapping with God’s name, and then pray by
speaking God’s name.™ It is sometimes hard to imagine God’s presence close to me, but it is
easier when | wear tefillin. Sometimes | imagine that God is looking upon me, in that intimate
moment before appearing, described in the Song of Songs. When prayer is cast as a moment
of anticipation, of waiting for the lover to fully appear, it is no longer a series of words, but an
expression of yearning. And wearing a garment with the name of our Lover increases the

intensity of that moment.

! For the sources on women wearing tefillin, see R. David Golinkin, Ma’amad Ha-Isha Ba-Halakhah (Jerusalem:
Machon Schechter, 2001), pp. 23-45. See also R. Ethan Tucker’s framing of this issue in terms of citizenship in his
essay “Gender and Tefillin: Possibilities and Consequences,” available to read here.
https://www.hadar.org/torah-resource/gender-and-tefillin.

12 Tzitzit is another example of a garment that one might expect only priests to wear but actually applies to all
Jews. See R. Shai Held’s essay on Parashat Korah, “Every Jew a High Priest?: The Meaning of Tzjtzit and the Sin of
Korah,” published in The Heart of Torah vol. 2 and available here:
https://www.hadar.org/torah-resource/every-jew-high-priest.

3 R. Yohanan uses the word tzitz in his personal prayer following the Amidah in Bavli Berakhot 16b: “Ina janr' a0
NN YYD 'R "N 1970 [1IXT 0N Nk RnIEvX ovonT / R. Yohanan, after his Amidah, would say this:
‘May it be Your will, YHVH our God, that You peer on our embarrassment...”

¥ The biblical word for tefillin (novIv) appears in Mishnah Shabbat 6:1 as a form of adornment that women wore.
When we wear tefillin, we are adorning ourselves for God. (Compare Mishnah Shabbat 6:2, which mentions
tefillin explicitly).
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