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Chapter XXIX: Acharei Mot (Lev. 16:1–18:30) 
 
Essay 6. Distancing ourselves from sin in private as well as in public 
 

בְּתַלְמִיד    שַׁבָּת מַעֲשֶׂה  אֵלִיָּהוּ:  דְּבֵי  תָּנָא  נוֹטֶלֶת  פֶּרֶק א'  וְהָיְתָה אִשְׁתּוֹ  יָמָיו.  בַּחֲצִי  וּמֵת  הַרְבֵּה,  וְקָרָא  הַרְבֵּה,  שֶׁשָּׁנָה  אֶחָד 
, מַהוּ אֶצְלִ   .וְכוּ'  פַּעַם אַחַת נִתְאָרַחְתִּי אֶצְלָהּ,  .דָּבָרמַחֲזִירָהּ  לאֹ הָיָה אָדָם    .וְכוּ',  תְּפִילָּיו וְשׁוֹתֶה עִמִּי,  אוֹכֵל  ?  יבִּימֵי לִיבּוּנַיִ

וְאָמַרְתִּי לָהּ: בָּרוּ הַמָּקוֹם שֶׁהֲרָגוֹ,  יעִמִּי, וְיָשַׁן עִמִּי בְּקֵ    לּאֹ נָשָׂא פָּנִים לַתּוֹרָהוְ רוּב בָּשָׂר, וְלאֹ עָלְתָה דַּעְתּוֹ עַל דָּבָר אַחֵר. 
 ע"כ. 

  
Tracate Shabbat, the first chapter:   

A Baraita is taught in the school of Elijah:1 [There was] an incident of 
one student who studied much [Mishna] and read much [Torah], and served 
Torah scholars, but died at half his days [i.e., midlife]. His wife [in her bitterness] 
would take his Tefillin and go around with them to synagogues and study halls, 
and she said to [the rabbis]: It is written in the Torah: “For it is your life and the 
length of your days” (Deut. 30:20). [If so,] my husband who studied much, and read 
much,  and served Torah scholars extensively, why did he die at half his days? No 
one would respond to her at all.  

[Elijah said]: “One time I was a guest in her [house], and she was relating 
that entire event. And I said to her: ‘My daughter, during the period of your 
menstruation, how did he act toward you?’ She said to me: ‘Heaven forbid, he did 
not touch me even with a little finger.’ [I asked:] ‘In the days of your white 
[garments, after the menstrual flow ended, and you were just counting seven clean 
days] how did he act toward you?’ [She said to me:] ‘He ate with me, and drank 
with me, and slept with me with bodily contact, but it did not enter his mind 
about something else [i.e., conjugal relations].’ And I said to her: ‘Blessed is the 
Omnipresent who killed him [for this sin], as he did not show respect to the 
Torah.’ ” The Torah said: “And to a woman in the separation of her impurity you 
should not approach” (Lev. 18:19) [i.e., even mere affectionate contact is 
prohibited].  

- Shabbat 13a-b 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. 
1 Ketubot 106a explains that the prophet Elijah appeared to Rabbi Anan and imparted a number of teachings to 

him. These included a number of Baraitot that are found in the Talmud. The teachings are also compiled in a separate 
work entitled Tana D'vei Eliyahu. 
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חֲזִירָהּ דְּבַר, וּמָה רָצָה  ה מִפְּנֵי מַה הָיְתָה אִשְׁתּוֹ נוֹטֶלֶת תְּפִילָּיו וְלאֹ דְּבָרִים אֲחֵרִים, וְעוֹד מַאי טַעֲמָא לאֹ הָיָה שׁוּם אָדָם מַ קָשֶׁ 
 ? לוֹמַר שֶׁלּאֹ נָשָׂא פָּנִים לַתּוֹרָה

 
Question 1: A difficulty is why did his wife take his Tefillin and not other things?  
Question 2: Also, what is the reason that no one would respond to her at all?  
Question 3: What does Elijah want to say, by telling her that [her husband] did not 

show respect to the Torah?  
 

".וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר   וְכִי הֵיכִי דְּלָא תֵּימָא דְּאִין הָכִי נָמֵי    שֶׁהָאִשָּׁה הַזּאֹת הָיְתָה בָּאָה בְּטַעֲנָה מִשּׁוּם דִּכְתִיב "כִּי הוּא חַיֶּי וְאֹרֶ יָמֶי
בַּחֵטְא נָפַל  הָיָה לִבּוֹ שָׁלֵם, וּמִשּׁוּם כָּ  בְּמִי שֶׁמְּקַיֵּ וּקְרָא דְּ"כִּ   .שֶׁהָיָה לוֹמַר הַרְבֵּה, אֲבָל לאֹ  " הָיִינוּ  חַיֶּי בְּמִי  יי־הִיא  וְלאֹ  ם 

מִשּׁוּם הָכִי הָיְתָה נוֹטֶלֶת תְּפִילָּיו כְּלוֹמַר    חַיֵּי וְכוּ') וְעיי"ש.בָּעוּ  דּוּשִׁין (דַּף ל"ד, ד"ה גַּבְרֵי  ישֶׁלּוֹמֵד, כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת בְּקִ 
מִצְוַת תְּפִ   ,לִּין, וְאִם כֵּן אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁהִסִּיחַ דַּעְתּוֹ וְנָפַל בַּחֵטְאיהָלַ אַרְבַּע אַמּוֹת בְּלאֹ תְּפִ שֶׁלְּעוֹלָם לאֹ   לִּין הִיא שֶׁלּאֹ ישֶׁהֲרֵי 

, מִן הַשָּׁמַיִם מְסַיְּיעִין אוֹתוֹ וּמְשַׁמְּרִים אוֹתוֹ, ר עַצְמוֹ מֵהַחֵטְאוֹוְעוֹד שֶׁכְּשֶׁאָדָם עוֹשֶׂה כֹּל מַאֲמַצֵּי כֹּחוֹ לִשְׁמ  .יַסִּיחַ דַּעְתּוֹ מֵהֵם
וְעוֹד כְּתִיב "ה' יִשְׁמָרְ מִכָּל־רָע" וְכוּ' "רַגְלֵי חֲסִידָיו יִשְׁמֹר", וְלאֹ    לאֹ־יַעַזְבֶנּוּ בְיָדוֹ".'  הכְּדִכְתִיב "צוֹפֶה רָשָׁע לַצַּדִּיק" וְכוּ' "

 . שׁוּם חֵטְאהָיָה שׁוּם אָדָם שֶׁיּוֹדֵעַ לוֹ
 
Answer 1: It can be said that this woman was coming with the claim because it is 

written, “Choose life—if you and your offspring would live— by loving the L-rd your G-d, 
heeding His commands, and holding fast to Him. For thereby you shall have life and shall long 
endure” (Deut. 30:19-20). How is it that no one said, “Yes, it is indeed so that [your husband] 
would say much Torah, but his heart was not whole, and because of this, he fell into sin”? 
Scripture [says]: “It is your life” (Prov. 4:13) regarding one who fulfills G-d’s commandments, 
and not for one who only learns the Torah without observing the commandments, as the Tosafists 
wrote in tractate Kiddushin (page 34a, the words starting “a man needs life”), and see there.  

Because of this possibility, to counter any suggestion that her husband had fallen into sin, 
she would take his Tefillin with her, as if to say that he never walked four amot without wearing 
his Tefillin. If so, it’s impossible that he would become distracted and would fall into sin, for 
the mitzvah of Tefillin is that one shouldn’t become distracted from them. In other words, one 
shouldn’t forget that he is wearing Tefillin, and should therefore conduct himself in a holy manner 
as long as he is wearing them. 

Furthermore, when a person makes “all his powerful efforts”2 to guard himself from 
sin, from Heaven they help him and they guard him, as it is written, “The wicked watches 
for the righteous, seeking to put him to death. The L-rd will not leave him in his hands; He will 
not let him be condemned in judgment” (Ps. 57:12). It is also written, “The L-rd will preserve 
you from all harm” (Ps. 121:7), “He guards the steps of His faithful” (I Sam. 2:9), and there 
was no man that didn’t know any sin. 

 
2 Cf. Job 36:19, “. . . all your powerful efforts” [ ַוְכֹל מַאֲמַצֵּי־כֹח].  
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כְּלוֹמַר הוֹאִיל שֶׁהוּא הָיָה   וּ וְכוּ',וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי לאֹ הָיוּ יְכוֹלִים לְהָשִׁיב לָהּ דָּבָר עַד שֶׁנִתְאָרַחְתִּי אֶצְלָהּ וְכוּ', בָּרוּ הַמָּקוֹם שֶׁהָרְג
עוּר ירָה וּמִן הַכִּ יא הוּא הָיָה לוֹ לְהַרְחִיק עַצְמוֹ מִן הָעֲבֵ מִתְקָרֵב עַצְמוֹ אֵצֶל הַחֵטְא, אֵין עוֹד סְבָרָא לוֹמַר שֶׁה' יִשְׁמְרֵהוּ, שֶׁאַדְרַבָּ 

בְּוַדַּאי שֶׁאֵין הקב"ה שׁוֹמְרוֹ    ,וְאַדְרַבָּא נִתְקָרֵב אֵצֶל הַחֵטְא  ,וְהָשָׁתָא שֶׁלּאֹ עָשָׂה מִשְׁמֶרֶת לְמִשְׁמַרְתָּהּ שֶׁל תּוֹרָה  .וְהַדּוֹמֶה לוֹ
 . ס בְּגֶדֶר הֶחֲסִידִים וְאִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁאֶפְשָׁר שֶׁנָּפַל בְּאֵיזֶה חֵטְאעוֹד, שֶׁהֲרֵי אֵינוֹ נִכְנַ 

 
Answer 2: Because of this proactive defense on the wife’s part, no one was able to 

respond to her at all, until “I was a guest in her [house] . . . and I said to her: ‘Blessed is the 
Omnipresent who killed him [for this sin].’ ” That is, no one else thought to ask about his 
conduct when he wasn’t wearing the Tefillin, until Elijah came. Since he drew himself near to 
the sin, by sleeping in the same bed with his wife and touching her during the seven clean days of 
her monthly cycle, there is no longer any logical understanding to say that G-d will guard 
him, for to the contrary, he should have distanced himself from the transgression and “from 
unseemliness and the like.”3 But now that he didn’t “establish a safeguard for the prized 
possession”4 of Torah, and to the contrary he brought himself near to a sin, certainly the Holy 
One, Blessed be He, will not guard him further. For he did not enter into the fence of the 
pious, i.e., he did not carefully observe the rabbinic enactments that are designed to keep a person 
from violating a Torah law, and it is indeed so that it’s possible that he fell into some sin.  

 
ב הִרְחִיק מִמֶּנּוּ אֶת־פְּשָׁעֵינוּ", לאֹ לִיבָּעֵי לְאֵינִישׁ לְמֵימַר רַחֲמָנָא יַרְחִיק יָתָנָא  כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּיַלְקוּט עַל פָּסוּק "כִּרְחֹק מִזְרָח מִמַּעֲרָ 

 וְהקב"ה מַרְחִיק  ,דִּשְׁמַע מִינַּהּ שֶׁהַחוֹבָה מוּטֶּלֶת עַל הָאָדָם לְהַרְחִיק עַצְמוֹ מִן הַחֵטְא  אֶלָּא רַחֲמָנָא יַרְחִיק חֵטְא מִינַּן.  ,מִן הַחֵטְא
וְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיָה לוֹמֵד הַרְבֵּה, מִכָּל מָקוֹם לאֹ נָשָׂא פָּנִים לַתּוֹרָה    .הַחֵטְא שֶׁלּאֹ יִתְקָרֵב אֶל הָאָדָם הוֹאִיל שֶׁכְּבָר הִרְחִיק עַצְמוֹ

וְעוֹד דְּעָבַר אַדְּרַבָּנַן וְהָעוֹבֵר עַל דִּבְרֵי חֲכָמִים  .  רַחֵקלְשׁוֹמְרוֹ מִן הַחֵטְא, הוֹאִיל שֶׁלּאֹ עָשָׂה מִשְׁמֶרֶת וְנִתְקָרֵב בְּמָה שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לְהִתְ 
 .'חַיָּיב מִיתָה, דִּכְתִיב "וּפֹרֵץ גָּדֵר" וְכוּ

 
Answer 3: As it says in the Yalkut (Shimoni on Nach, remez 859:5) on the verse, “As 

east is far from west, so far has He removed our sins from us” (Ps. 103:12), Rav Yirmeyah 
said, it is not appropriate for a person to say, “The Merciful One should distance us from the 
sin,” but rather, “The Merciful One should distance sin from us,” as it says [in the conclusion 
of that verse], ‘He has removed our sins from us.’ ” We hear from this that the obligation is 
imposed upon every man to distance himself from sin, and then the Holy One, Blessed be He, 
will distance the sin so that it won’t come near to the man, since he has already distanced 
himself from it.5 Even though [the woman’s husband] learned much, in any event he didn’t 
show respect to the Torah, to guard himself from sin, since he didn’t establish a safeguard, 
and he drew near to what he should have distanced himself from. Also, one who violates a 
rabbinic decree and who violates the words of the sages is deserving of death,6 as it is written, 
“he who breaches a fence will be bitten by a snake” (Eccl. 10:8). 

* * * 

 
3 Chullin 44b.  
4 Cf. Yevamot 21a, “Establish a safeguard for My prized possession” [עֲשׂוּ מִשְׁמֶרֶת לְמִשְׁמַרְתִּי].  
5 See also Chapter LVII: Kinnot, Essay 6. 
6 One who violates a rabbinic law is also in violation of the Torah law of Deut. 17:11, “You shall act in accordance 

with the instructions given you and the ruling handed down to you; you must not deviate from the verdict that they 
announce to you either to the right or to the left.”  


