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Is My Spouse My 
Relative?



Leviticus 21

 יֵנבְּ םיִנהֲֹכּהַ לאֶ רֹמאֱ השֶֹׁמ לאֶ 'ה רמֶאֹיַּו
 אמָּטִַּי א< שׁפֶֶנלְ םהֶלֵאֲ תָּרְמַאְָו ןֹרהֲאַ
 וֹמּאִלְ וילָאֵ בֹרקָּהַ וֹראֵשְׁלִ םאִ יכִּב .וימָּעַבְּ
 וֹתֹחאֲלְַוג .ויחִאָלְוּ וֹתּבִלְוּ וֹנבְלְִו ויבִאָלְוּ

 התְָיהָ א< רשֶׁאֲ וילָאֵ הבָוֹרקְּהַ הלָוּתבְּהַ
 וימָּעַבְּ לעַבַּ אמָּטִַּי א<ד .אמָּטִַּי הּלָ שׁיאִלְ
 .וֹלּחַהֵלְ

The Lord said to Moses: Speak to the 
priests, the sons of Aaron, and say to 
them: None shall defile himself for 
any [dead] person among his kin, 
2except for the relatives ( וֹראֵשְׁ ) that 
are closest to him: his mother, his 
father, his son, his daughter, and his 
brother; 3also for a virgin sister, close 
to him because she has not married, 
for her he may defile himself. 4  לעַבַּ

וימָּעַבְּ shall not defile himself, and so 
profane himself.
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Sifra, Emor I (Lev. 21)

 ןיא ,"וילא בורקה וראשל םא יכ"
 ותשא אלא וראש

“[None shall defile himself for any 
dead person among his kin,] 
except for ְׁוֹראֵש וֹראֵשְׁ :“ means his 
wife.



Maimonides, Evel, chapter 2

 ,הרות ןיד ןהילע לבאתהל בייח םדאש ולא:א הכלה
 םהירבדמו ,ויבאמ ותוחאו ויחאו ותבו ונב ויבאו ומא
  ותשא לע שיאה לבאתיש

 ןהוכה ירהש--לבא תוצמ הרומח המכ :ו הכלה
 ןהמיע קסעתיש ידכ ,ויבורק ינפמ האמוטה ול תיחדנ
 בורקה וראשל םא ,יכ" רמאנש:ןהילע לבאתיו

 ,)ג-ב,אכ ארקיו( "אמטיי הל ... ויבאלו ומיאל:וילא
 ותוא ןיאמטמ ,אמטיהל הצר אל םאש--השע תוצמ
.וחרוכ לעב

 וניאו וחרכ לע הל אמטתמ ןהכ לש ותשא :ז הכלה
.םירפוס ירבדמ אלא הל אמטמ

1. These are the relatives for whom a person 
must mourn according to Torah law: mother, 
father, son, daughter, and a fraternal brother or 
sister.  Following rabbinic law, a man must also 
mourn for his wife.
6. See how stringent the mitzvah of mourning 
is! For the prohibition against ritual impurity is 
superseded so that a priest can tend to his 
relatives' burial and mourn for them. . . .  [He 
quotes our verses.] This is a positive 
commandment; if he does not desire to become 
impure, we force him to become impure against 
his will.
7. A priest must defile himself for his wife (i.e. 
attend her funeral) even against his will.  The 
basis for this rule is rabbinic [i.e. it is not Torah 
law].

https://www.mechon-mamre.org/i/t/t0321.htm


Rashi (1040-1105)

 אלא וראש ןיא- וראשל םא יכ
ותשא
 אל- ולחהל וימעב לעב אמטי אל
 אוהש הלוספ ותשאל אמטי

 .ומע הדועב הב ללוחמ

וראשל : [The expression ְׁוֹראֵש ] “his 
relative” refers only to his wife. 
A husband shall not defile 
himself for [a wife who causes] 
his desecration, [while she is] 
among his people: He may not 
defile himself for his [deceased] 
wife who was unfit for him, and by 
whom he was desecrated while 
she was with him. 



Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089/1092-1164/1167)

 הארנ היה"וילא בורקה וראשל םא יכ“
 ראש לכ לא שיא שיא ומכ ושוריפ יכ ונל
 ןכ רחאו ,ללכ םש )ו ,חי ארקיו( ורשב
"וימעב לעב" םעטו .ויבאלו ומאל טרפ
 .ותשאב לעבה אמטי אלש- )ד(

 אמטי יכ וניתובר וקיתעהש וניאר רשאכו
 . . אתכמסא ךרדכ "וראש" ומשו ,ותשאל
 ,ותושרב םעהש לודג לעב 'יפ יכ ,ורמאו .
 לטב ,)גי ,בכ תומש( ומע ןיא וילעב ומכ
.ןושארה 'יפה

It used to seem to us [or “it would 
have seemed to us”] that the phrase, 
“except for a close relative ( וראש ),” is 
a general statement followed by a 
list of details: mother, father….  And 
that the meaning of וימעב לעב , in 
verse 4, is that a kohen should not 
defile himself when his wife dies.  
But when we saw that the rabbis 
passed on the tradition that a kohen
does defile himself for his wife…. The 
first interpretation is cancelled.  



Rashbam (c. 1080 – c. 1165)

 םינהכ םעב לעב םוש- וימעב לעב אמטי אל
 ללחתמ ירהש-ולחהל:ותשאל אמטי אל
 .ותנוהכמ

 הלוספ ותשאל ]אמטי[ אל םימכח ירבד יפלו
:הרישכ ותשאל אמטמ לבא ,תללוחמו

NO לעב FROM THE COMPANY [OF 
PRIESTS] SHALL DEFILE HIMSELF: No 
husband from the company of priests 
shall defile himself by [becoming 
impure through contact with the dead 
body of] his wife, ולחהל —for that would 
render him unfit for the priesthood. 
But according to the rabbis, [the verse 
means that] he should not defile 
himself by [becoming impure through 
contact with the dead body of] his unfit 
or disqualified wife. But he may defile 
himself by [becoming impure through 
contact with the dead body of] his 
legitimate wife.



Rabbi Yosef Bekhor Shor (late 12th century)

-וראש  וניתובר ורמא-וראשל םא יכ
 . . . ,השרפד אפיס חיכומ ןכו .ותשא וז

 אל רשא ...הלותבה ותוחאלו" ימנ ביתכו
 התייה םא אה- )ג,ןלהל( "שיאל התייה
 הרבוק לעב םא יכ ;הל אמטִַּי אל ,שיאל
 ויהו" ביתכד ,ןהכ אוה וליפאו ,הל אמטַּמִו
 הברוק ןיאו- )דכ,ב 'רב( "דחא רשבל
.וזמ הלודג

Our rabbis said: ְׁוֹראֵש means his 
wife.  So one can also see at the end 
of the section….
Also, the verse says: [He shall make 
himself unclean] “for his virgin sister 
who has no husband.”  So, if she has 
a husband, [her brother] does not 
make himself unclean.  Rather her 
husband—even if he is a kohen—
buries her and becomes unclean.  So 
it is written [about husbands and 
wives], “they shall become one 
flesh” (Gen 2:24); there is no kinship 
relationship closer than that.



Torah Temimah
(Rabbi Baruch Halevi Epstein, 1860-1941)

 ]ותשא וז וראש[ וז השרד רואבב םיבר וחרט
 ןויכמ ,טושפ רואבה הארנ יתעדל לבא .ללכב
 תברוק לע זמורש הרותה ןושלב פ"כ וניצמד
 וראשל ןאכ ביתכד ןויכמו . . . ראש ןושלב תושיא
 ךל ןיאד םושמ ,ותשא לע ןנישרד וילא בורקה
 תועינצהו םלועה גהנמב תושיאב בוריק רתוי

 רואבב וחרטש הלא לכו ,הלעבל השא רשאמ
 ארמגה תנוכד ובשחש םהל םרג וז השרד
 ןכ אל תמאב לבא ,שממ ותשא ושוריפ וראשד
- .ק"ודו . . . ,רבדה

Many struggled to interpret this midrash 
[ וראש means his wife].  To me, the 
explanation is simple.  Since we have found 
that the Torah often uses the word ראש to 
refer to a family relationship between 
people . . . and since here it writes “to his 

ראש that is closest to him,” we interpret 
this as a reference to his wife, since, 
following the custom of the world and the 
ways of modesty, there is no relationship as 
close as that of husband and wife.  All those 
who had difficulty understanding this 
midrash made the mistake of thinking that 
the Talmud was saying that וראש really 
means his wife.  That is not the case. . . .
Think this through and all will become clear.



Torah Temimah (cont.)

 קספ לבאמ ב"ה ב"פב ם"במרה הנהו
 ל"סד ,ןנברדמ יוה ותשאל ןהכ תאמוטד
 אמלעב אתכמסא ותשא וז וראש השרדד
 יכ ןושלה תוטשפד שרפמד הארנו .איה
 אובמו המדקה ןיעכ אוה וראשל םא
 ויבאל כ"חא בשחש םיבורקה יטרפל
 ריעהל שי הברהש תמאו  . . . ,'וגו ומאלו

 רבדה קוחר אל פ"כע לבא ,וז ותעדב
 ומכ בותכה ןושל תוטשפ שרפמש
 .ונבתכש

In the Laws of Mourning (2:2) 
Maimonides ruled that the fact that 
a kohen attends his wife’s funeral is a 
rabbinic law.  He thinks that the 
midrash “ וראש means his wife” is just 
an asmakhta.  It seems that he 
understands that the word וראש is an 
introduction to the list of relatives 
that is enumerated after that. . . .  
There is much to say about this 
approach of his; nevertheless, it is 
not impossible that he understands 
the language of the biblical verse in 
the way that I explained.



The word וימע



The four times that the word וימע appears in 
Leviticus 21

All Priests:
. . . Speak to the priests, the sons of Aaron, and say to them: “None 
shall defile himself for any [dead] person וימעב .” (Lev 21:1)

shall not defile himself and so profane himself. (Lev 21:4) וימעב לעב

The High Priest:
Only a virgin וימעמ may he take to wife. (Lev 21:14)
He may not profane his offspring וימעב . (Lev 21:15)



Rashbam (on verse 4, review)

 םעב לעב םוש- וימעב לעב אמטי אל
-ולחהל:ותשאל אמטי אל םינהכ
 .ותנוהכמ ללחתמ ירהש

NO לעב FROM THE COMPANY [OF 
PRIESTS] SHALL DEFILE HIMSELF: 
No husband from the company of 
priests shall defile himself by 
[becoming impure through 
contact with the dead body of] his 
wife, ולחהל —for that would 
render him unfit for the 
priesthood. 



Rashbam (on verse 1)

 םעב שיא– וימעב אמטי אל שפנל
 :ומכ ,םדא שפנל אמטי אל םינהכה
השא חקי וימעמ הלותב

NO ONE SHALL DEFILE HIMSELF 
וימעב : [This means] no one from 

the company ( םע ) of priests 
should defile himself for [i.e. 
through contact with] any [dead] 
human body. [The word וימעב in 
this verse is not a reference to the 
person who died, but to the 
subject of the sentence, the 
priest, and his " םע -company,"] as 
in the phrase (vs. 14), "he shall 
take a virgin וימעמ as a wife."



Shadal (Samuel David Luzzatto [1800-1865} on vs. 1

 םעב שיא– וימעב אמטי אל שפנל
 ומכ ,םדא שפנל אמטי אל םינהכה
 ,)ם״בשר( השא חקי וימעמ הלותב

.תנהכ היהתש ךירצ טשפה יפל יכ

[Quoting Rashbam]: “No one from 
the company ( םע ) of priests 
should defile himself for [i.e. 
through contact with] any [dead] 
human body, as in the phrase (vs. 
14), "he shall take a virgin וימעמ 
as a wife.“]
Since, following the peshat, he 
[the high priest] must marry a 
kohenet.



Baruch Levine, JPS Torah Commentary
(Lev. 21:14)

Again the term am, “kin,” refers specifically to the priestly clan, as was 
true in verses 1 and 4. This means that the High Priest must marry a 
virgin from a priestly family. Verse 15 reasons that if he were to marry 
outside the priestly kinship, ‘he would profane his offspring among his 
kin’ (zar‘o be‘amav).



Philo of Alexandria (born c. 25 BCE)
The Special Laws

(110) And besides these commands, he also defined precisely the 
family of the women who might be married by the high priest, 
commanding him to marry not merely a woman who was a virgin, but 
also one who was a priestess, the daughter of a priest, that so both 
bridegroom and bride might be of one house, and in a manner of one 
blood, so as to display a most lasting harmony and union of disposition 
during the whole of their lives. 
(111) The others were permitted to marry women who were not the 
daughters of priests, partly because their purificatory sacrifices are of 
but small importance, and partly because he was not willing entirely to 
disunite and separate the whole nation from the order of the 
priesthood



רבד קמעה on Lev 21:14
Commentary of Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin (1816-1893)

 וימעמ הלותב קרד שריפו בותכה רזח
 ג״הכ רדהיש יוארהמש ג״עא .השא חקי
 תניוצמ איהש הלותב השא אקוד חקיל
 הז וינפל אצומ וניא םא לבא תעדב
 וימעמ הלותב הזיא השא חקי יזא ןפואה
 ה״שמ .השא ילב בשיל רוסא ירהש
 תב וליפא םע הזיאמ וימעמ אשיל יאשר
.לארשיב טוידה

The text clarified that the high priest 
should marry only a virgin from his 
people. It would be fitting that the 
high priest marry a virgin who excels 
in wisdom.  But if he does not find 
one like that, he should marry any 
virgin from his people.  He can’t 
remain single!  That is why he is 
allowed to marry “from his peoples,” 
i.e. from any [Jewish] group, even 
the daughter of an Israelite 
commoner.



David Rosin’s (1823-1894) edition of Rashbam

 הרותה רואבב וטאצול דוד לאומש 'ר
ם"בשר ירבד תנבהב העט

In his own Torah commentary, 
Shadal misunderstood Rashbam’s 
comment here.  



A priest with a blemish



A priest with a blemish

 ןֹרהֲאַ לאֶ רבֵּדַּזי .רֹמאלֵּ השֶֹׁמ לאֶ 'ה רבֵּדְַיַוזט
 םוּמ וֹב הֶיהְִי רשֶׁאֲ םתָֹרֹדלְ aעֲרְזַּמִ שׁיאִ רֹמאלֵ
 שׁיאִ לכָ יכִּחי .ויהָ<אֱ םחֶלֶ בירִקְהַלְ ברַקְִי א<
 םרֻחָ וֹא חַסֵּפִ וֹא רוֵּעִ שׁיאִ ברָקְִי א< םוּמ וֹבּ רשֶׁאֲ
 ערַזֶּמִ םוּמ וֹבּ רשֶׁאֲ שׁיאִ לכָּאכ . . . .עַוּרשָׂ וֹא
 וֹבּ םוּמ 'ה ישֵּׁאִ תאֶ בירִקְהַלְ שׁגִַּי א< ןהֵֹכּהַ ןֹרהֲאַ
 ויהָ<אֱ םחֶלֶבכ .בירִקְהַלְ שׁגִַּי א< ויהָ<אֱ םחֶלֶ תאֵ
 לאֶ hאַגכ .לכֵאֹי םישִׁדָקֳּהַ ןמִוּ םישִׁדָקֳּהַ ישֵׁדְקָּמִ
 וֹבּ םוּמ יכִּ שׁגִַּי א< חַבֵּזְמִּהַ לאְֶו אֹבָי א< תכֶֹרפָּהַ
םשָׁדְּקַמְ 'ה יִנאֲ יכִּ ישַׁדָּקְמִ תאֶ ללֵּחְַי אְ<ו

The LORD spoke further to Moses: Speak to 
Aaron and say: No man of your offspring 
throughout the ages who has a defect shall 
be qualified to offer the food of his God. No 
one at all who has a defect shall be 
qualified: no man who is blind, or lame, or 
has a limb too short or too long; . . . No man 
among the offspring of Aaron the priest 
who has a defect shall be qualified to offer 
the LORD’s offering by fire; having a defect, 
he shall not be qualified to offer the food of 
his God. He may eat of the food of his God, 
of the most holy as well as of the holy; but 
he shall not enter behind the curtain or 
come near the altar, for he has a defect. He 
shall not profane these places sacred to Me, 
for I the LORD have sanctified them.
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Sefer ha-hinukh 275

 תויוצר םדא ינב תולועפ בורש יפל ,הוצמה ישרשמ
 ,ןהישוע תובישח יפל םהיאור בל לא

 אצמי וישעמב בוטו והארמב בושח םדאה תויהב יכ
 ,ויאור לכ יניעב השעי רשא לכב בוט לכשו ןח

 ,וירביאב הנושמו ותרוצב תוחפ הזמ ךפהב היהי םאו
 בל לא ךכ לכ ויתולועפ ותואי אל ,ויכרדב רשי םאו
 ,ויאור

 היולת הרפכהש חילשה תויהל יואר תמאב ןכ לע
 ,ויכרד לכב האנו הארמ הפיו ראות הפי ,ןח שיא וילע
.וירחא שיא ינב תובשחמ ושפתי ןעמל

The mitzvah is based on the principle that 
actions of human beings most often influence 
the minds of those who see those actions to the 
degree of the importance of the person who 
performed those actions.
People who are distinguished in appearance and 
good in deeds will find favour and make a good 
impression on all those who see them.
Conversely, if they are diminished in appearance 
and of strange limbs, even if they behave well 
their actions will not influence the minds of 
those who see them as much.
Accordingly, it is fitting that the representative 
(shaliach) of the community be a man of grace, 
well built and handsome, and pleasant in all his 
ways, so that the thoughts of people will be 
attracted to him.



Responsa #249 Rabbi Meir of Rotenberg 
(c. 1215-1293)

 ולפנש ןידה תדמ וב העגפש םדא םא תלאששו
 ,ץ"ש תויהל יואר ויתועורז ול

 ןמ הוצמ הברדאו ,אוה יוארו יוארד אטישפ
 ,רחבומה
 םילכב שמתשהל ץפח םיכלמה יכלמ ךלמד
 ,םדו רשב םירש ךרדכ אלו ,םירובש

 הכדנו רבשנ בל )ט"י א"נ םילהת( רמאנש
 ,הזבת אל םיהולא
םינהכ אלא ןימומב לספנ ןיאד

As to your question whether a man whose 
arms have fallen off because of [God’s] 
quality of strict judgment is worthy of being 
the sheliach tzibbur:
It is obvious!  Of course, he is certainly 
worthy!  In fact, it is the ideal way of 
performing the mitzvah.
The supreme King of kings prefers to use 
broken vessels, unlike the preferences of 
human officials.
So it is written (Psalms 51:19) “God, You will 
not reject a crushed and contrite heart.”
Only priests are disqualified because of 
blemishes.



Blind person reading 
Torah
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 ודיב תוחמל ךירצ ,תורקל עדוי וניאש ימ
 הזל םיכירצ םאו ;הרות רפסל הלעי אלש
 ןיאו יול וא ןהכ אוהש יפל ,תורקל עדוי וניאש
 הלמ צ”ש ול ארקישכ םא ,ותלוז רחא םש
 ,בתכה ןמ התורקלו הרמואל עדוי הלמב
 .הלעי אל ,ואל םאו ;תולעל לוכי

 ’יפא תורקל רוסאש יפל ,ארוק וניא אמוס …
בתכה ןמ אלש תחא תוא

Someone who does not know how to 
read must be prevented from taking an 
aliyah to the sefer Torah. And if such a 
person who does not know how to read 
is needed, because he is a Kohen or Levi 
and there is no other [Kohen or Levi] 
besides him – if he can follow the 
shaliach tzibbur word for word, and 
read along with him directly from the 
written text itself, then he can receive 
an aliyah, but if not, he cannot receive 
an aliyah.
… A person who is blind cannot read 
[from the Torah], because it is forbidden 
to read even one letter not directly from 
the written text.



Masat Binyamin, R. Benjamin Aaron Salnik
(Poland, ca. 1550-1620)

 ףסוי ר”רהומ ורודב גלפומהו ןואגה
 טקיל .ולש י”בה רפסב ע”נ וראק
 הלעהו ךרעו לקשו תועדה לכל ףסאו
 ןיב תולעל יאשר וניאש הרוסיאל
ןייונמה

The gaon and the greatest sage of 
his generation, Rav Yosef Karo, in 
his work the Beit Yosef, collected 
and gathered all the opinions and 
weighed and evaluated them, and 
came to the conclusion that it is 
forbidden, that a blind person is 
not permitted to be called up for 
an aliyah among those who are 
counted. . . . 



Masat Binyamin (cont.)

 תואורה וכשח יתנקז תעל התע הז . . .
 התלע רשא יפלו .תוארמ יניע הנהכתו .תובוראב
 חפתסהלמ ינשרגי ל”ז ברה לש הבשחמב
 בשחא יתלבל .םלוע ייח תמא תרותו ’ה תלחנב
 יבלב יתרמגו יתרמא ןכל .תולעל ןייונמה רפסמב
 זוחאלמו םייחה ץע ךרד תא בוזעלמ יל הלילח
 לע תוארל .הכלה רבדב חתפאו . . . היפנעב
.הככ ברה יל השע המ

Now in my old age, vision has darkened 
from my windows, and my eyes have grown 
dim from sight. According to what the Rabbi 
(Yosef Karo) concluded, I will be driven 
away this day from seeking refuge in the 
inheritance of the Lord, in the Torah of 
truth and of eternal life, that I shall not be 
included in the number of those who are 
counted to rise up (and read). Therefore, I 
said and decided in my heart, “God forbid 
that I should abandon the way of the tree 
of life, and cease grabbing on to its 
branches . . . And I will  now open with a 
halakhic discussion, to determine why the 
Rabbi did such a thing to me.”


