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Can’t	Put	My	Finger	On	It?	
Last	week’s	essay	discussed	the	Halachic	status	of	transplants	and	implants,	focusing	

particularly	 on	 implanted	 pacemakers	 and	 automated	 defibrillators.	 This	 week,	 we	 will	
examine	Tumas	Kohanim	of	transplanted	tissues	and	organs	as	it	applies	to	both	doctors	and	
patients,	an	issue	that	can	arise	in	multiple	scenarios.		

By	way	of	background,	Kohanim	are	forbidden	to	become	Tamei	through	contact	with	
a	Meis	(a	corpse).	A	Kohen	who	does	contract	Tumah	from	a	Meis	transgresses	the	Lo	Sa’asei	of	
“for	a	soul	among	his	people	he	shall	not	become	Tamei”	(Vayikra	21:1)	and	the	Asei	of	“You	shall	
be	holy”	(ibid.	6).	

The	Tumah	of	a	Meis	is	the	highest	level	of	Tumah	and	is	transmitted	through	touching	
(“Maga”),	carrying	(“Masa”),	and	entering	the	same	domain	as	the	Meis	(“Tumas	Ohel”).	Though	
everybody	today	is	assumed	to	be	Tamei,	Kohanim	are	still	forbidden	from	coming	into	contact	
with	a	Meis.	Therefore,	they	may	not	enter	a	hospital	in	which	somebody	has	died	or	participate	
in	burials.	

A	lesser-known	aspect	of	the	Halachos	of	Tumas	Kohanim	is	that	a	limb	that	has	been	
removed	from	a	live	person	also	transmits	Tumah	(Mishna,	Nazir	49b).	The	Gemara	explains	
(ibid.	53b)	that	this	Halacha	is	derived	from	the	Pasuk,	“And	anything	that	he	shall	touch	on	the	
open	field,	one	slain	by	the	sword	or	one	who	died”	(Bamidbar	19:16).	The	words	“one	slain	by	
the	sword”	–	“baChalal	Cherev”,	can	also	be	interpreted	to	 include	an	“Eiver	haNechelal	Min	
haChai”	–	“a	limb	severed	from	a	live	person”	(and	which	has	enough	flesh	on	it	to	recover,	if	it	
were	reattached).1	This	is	Halacha	is	codified	by	the	Shulchan	Aruch	(Y.D.	369:1).	

As	a	rule,	a	limb	that	has	been	removed	from	the	body	while	the	person	is	still	alive	is	
not	considered	to	be	a	separate	entity.	However,	with	regard	to	certain	Halachos,	this	is	the	
subject	of	debate.	For	example,	some	Poskim	hold	that	there	is	an	obligation	to	bury	a	severed	
limb,	as	it	is	considered	like	a	Meis.	Others	hold	that	although	there	is	no	obligation	to	bury	it,	
it	 is	customary	to	do	so	because	of	the	concern	of	Tumas	Kohanim	so	that	Kohanim	will	not	
come	into	contact	with	it.	This	is	borne	out	by	the	Gemara	in	Kesubos	(20b)	which	relates	that	
there	used	to	be	specific	places	where	women	would	bury	their	miscarried	fetuses	and	that	
those	stricken	with	certain	diseases	that	caused	their	limbs	to	fall	off	would	bury	their	limbs.	

There	is	one	stringency	of	the	Tumah	of	a	severed	limb	over	that	of	a	Meis.	A	Kohen	may	
come	into	contact	with	the	dead	body	of	one	of	his	seven	closest	relatives,	but	not	with	one	of	
their	severed	limbs	(Nazir	43b	and	Shulchan	Aruch,	Y.D.	373:9).	

The	fact	that	a	severed	limb	has	the	status	of	a	Meis	raises	a	fascinating	question.	If	a	
Kohen’s	limb	is	severed,	is	he	forbidden	to	come	into	contact	with	it?		

 
1	The	Gemara	also	explains	that	it	depends	on	whether	there	is	enough	flesh	such	that	on	a	live	person	it	
would	heal.	However,	regardless	of	the	amount	of	flesh	there	is	an	Issur	d’Rabbanan.	See	the	Rambam,	
Hilchos	Tumas	Meis	2:3	and	3:3.	
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This	question	is	not	only	abstract	and	esoteric	but	has	practical	significance.	Certain	
limbs,	such	as	 fingers,	can	be	reattached	 if	 the	replantation	 is	done	 immediately.	Given	that	
fingers	are	one	of	the	248	limbs	of	the	body	which	transmit	Tumah	Min	haTorah	(see	Oholos	
1:8),	may	a	Kohen	have	his	finger	replanted?	

A	similar	question	is	discussed	by	the	Noda	b’Yehuda	(Tinyana	209):	

With	regard	to	a	Kohen	whose	legs	have	been	amputated,	and	there	is	enough	flesh	on	
them	to	 transmit	Tumah.	May	he	keep	 them	with	him	to	 show	others	 so	 that	 they	 feel	
merciful	towards	him?	

I	don’t	see	any	room	for	doubt	–	it	is	certainly	prohibited,	as	evident	from	the	Gemara	in	
Nazir	(43b)	which	rules	that	a	Kohen	may	not	render	himself	Tamei	for	the	sake	of	a	
severed	limb	of	his	father.	Why	then	should	he	be	permitted	to	become	Tamei	due	
to	his	own	severed	limb?	

…	The	Torah	reveals	that	when	the	body	is	in	parts,	a	Kohen	shall	not	become	Tamei	to	
bury	the	limbs.	One	could	have	suggested	that	the	Torah	only	revealed	this	with	regard	to	
the	father	–	for	this	reason	the	Rambam	needed	to	make	known	that	there	is	no	distinction	
[between	the	father	and	other	relatives].	But	with	regard	to	a	severed	limb	from	a	live	
person,	where	 there	 is	no	Mitzva	of	burial	–	 the	 reason	we	bury	 it	 is	 [only]	 to	prevent	
Tumah	being	transmitted	to	others	–	it	is	obvious	that	there	is	no	reason	to	permit	it	at	
all.	One’s	own	limbs	and	the	limbs	of	a	stranger	have	the	same	Halacha	–	a	Kohen	
is	not	allowed	to	become	Tamei	by	coming	into	contact	with	then.	

In	short,	the	Noda	b’Yehuda	saw	no	distinction	between	the	limbs	of	another	person	and	
the	Kohen’s	own	 limbs.	However,	 it	 should	be	noted	 that	 the	Noda	b’Yehuda	only	 forbade	a	
Kohen	to	keep	his	severed	limbs	to	show	others	and	arouse	their	mercy.	May	a	patient	who	is	
a	Kohen	have	a	limb	reattached	and	may	a	doctor	who	is	a	Kohen	perform	the	surgery?		

The	loss	of	(or	potential	loss	of)	a	limb	(“Sakanas	Eiver”)	might	be	considered	a	matter	
of	Pikuach	Nefesh,	which	overrides	all	of	the	Mitzvos	of	the	Torah.	There	is	no	reason	to	believe	
that	the	prohibition	of	Tumas	Kohanim	is	an	exception	to	this	rule.	In	fact,	Tosfos	in	Bava	Metzia	
(112b	s.v.	“Amar	Lei”)	state	explicitly	that	Eliyahu	haNavi,	who	was	a	Kohen,	allowed	himself	to	
become	Tamei	in	order	to	revive	a	widow’s	son	because	he	was	certain	he	could	save	him.	This	
was	permissible	“because	of	Pikuach	Nefesh”.	

Our	question	would	therefore	depend	on	whether	Sakanas	Eiver	is	considered	to	be	a	
matter	of	Pikuach	Nefesh.	This	 is	a	matter	of	dispute	among	 the	Poskim.	The	Gemara	states	
(Avoda	Zara	28b):	

R’	 Zutra	 bar	 Tuvia	 said	 in	 the	 name	 of	 Rav:	 One	 may	 apply	 ointment	 to	 an	 “Ayin	
sheMarda”2	on	Shabbos.	[Those	in	attendance]	thought	that	this	is	only	true	if	the	herbs	
[from	which	the	ointment	is	prepared]	were	already	crushed	on	the	previous	day	[and	

 
2	 Literally,	 “an	 eye	 that	 rebelled”.	 Rashi	 (ibid.)	 implies	 that	 this	 refers	 to	 exophthalmos;	 other	
explanations	include	inflammation	with	discharge	of	pus.	See	Encyclopedia	Hilchatit	Refuit,	vol.	6,	p.	131.	
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therefore	 there	would	 only	 be	 an	 Issur	 d’Rabbanan	 of	Refua],	 but	 to	 crush	 them	 on	
Shabbos	 or	 to	 carry	 them	 [to	 bring	 them	 to	 the	 patient]	 through	 a	 Reshus	 haRabim	
[which	are	Issurim	d’Oraisa]	would	not	be	permissible.	[The	reason	they	thought	this	was	
that	the	person	was	only	in	danger	of	losing	his	eyesight,	not	his	life	–	Rashi].	

One	of	the	Rabbis,	R’	Yaakov	was	his	name,	said	to	them	–	The	ruling	of	R’	Yehuda	was	
explained	to	me:	It	is	even	permissible	to	crush	the	herbs	on	Shabbos	or	carry	them	in	a	
Reshus	haRabim	[as	it	is	considered	a	matter	of	Pikuach	Nefesh].	

There	is	a	Machlokes	Rishonim	as	to	whether	the	Gemara	implies	that	Sakanas	Eiver	is	
not	considered	Pikuach	Nefesh.	Rashi	implies	that	Shabbos	could	only	be	desecrated	because	
an	“Ayin	sheMarda”	constitutes	a	Sakana	 to	 the	entire	body.	 In	other	words,	blindness	 itself	
(which	is	Sakanas	Eiver)	is	not	considered	Pikuach	Nefesh	which	warrants	the	desecration	of	
Shabbos.	However,	Tosfos	(ad.	loc.)	imply	that	potential	blindness	is	sufficient	justification	for	
desecrating	Shabbos	(and	state	this	explicitly	in	Maseches	Sukkah	26a3).	

The	Shulchan	Aruch	 (O.C.	328:9)	rules	 that	 if	a	person	 is	at	 risk	of	 losing	an	eye,	we	
desecrate	 Shabbos	 to	 treat	 him.	 In	 328:17	 he	 rules	 that	 generally,	 Sakanas	 Eiver	 is	 not	
considered	Pikuach	Nefesh.	

The	Rema	(Y.D.	157)	rules	that	a	person	is	obligated	to	part	with	all	of	his	money	to	
avoid	transgressing	an	Issur.	The	Shach	(ibid.	3)	discusses	whether	a	person	would	similarly	be	
obliged	 to	 sacrifice	 a	 limb	 –	 is	 it	 comparable	 to	 financial	 loss?	 The	 Acharonim	 express	
astonishment	at	the	Shach’s	deliberation	–	after	all	the	Shulchan	Aruch	clearly	rules	(and	is	cited	
by	the	Shach	himself!)	that	Sakanas	Eiver	is	not	considered	Pikuach	Nefesh	and	Shabbos	should	
not	be	desecrated	for	it.	

One	answer	suggested	is	that	the	Shach	was	referring	to	a	scenario	where	a	person	is	
given	the	choice	to	either	violate	an	Issur	or	sacrifice	a	limb.	In	that	case,	he	would	be	considered	
Anus	(coerced),	just	like	somebody	who	is	threatened	with	death	if	he	won’t	violate	an	Issur,	
and	he	would	therefore	be	exempt.	However,	when	is	faced	with	the	decision	whether	to	treat	
an	injured	limb	or	not,	it	would	not	have	the	status	of	Pikuach	Nefesh.	

The	Pri	Megadim	(O.C.	328,	M.Z.	7)	and	several	other	Acharonim	suggest	that	the	Shach	
is	making	a	distinction	between	the	serious	prohibitions	of	Shabbos,	where	we	do	not	consider	
Sakanas	Eiver	to	be	Pikuach	Nefesh,	and	other	Issurim	d’Oraisa	that	are	superseded	by	concerns	
of	Sakanas	Eiver.	

Rav	Moshe	Feinstein	zt”l	(Igros	Moshe	Y.D.	2:174)	wrote:	

“It	seems	obvious	that	[in	the	case	of	the	endangered	eye	on	Shabbos]	where	the	illness	
already	exists,	one	may	not	transgress	an	Issur	d’Oraisa	of	Chillul	Shabbos	in	order	to	heal	
his	limb,	but	in	the	converse	case,	where	one	is	being	coerced	to	transgress	a	prohibition	

 
3	The	Gemara	there	rules	that	a	patient	with	an	issue	with	his	eyes	is	exempt	from	dwelling	in	the	Sukkah.	
Tosfos	explain	that	although	his	life	is	not	in	danger,	the	Gemara	in	Avoda	Zara	states	that	Sakanas	Eiver	
(blindness)	constitutes	a	Sakana.	
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but	could	sacrifice	a	limb	to	escape	the	coercion,	he	is	not	obligated	to	amputate	a	limb	in	
order	to	avoid	the	transgression.”		

	 It	seems	that	Rav	Moshe	is	distinguishing	between a	scenario	of	coercion	–	which	is	a	
specific	 situation	 that	 is	 forcing	 the	 patient	 to	 choose	 between	 sacrificing	 his	 limb	 and	
transgressing	an	Issur	d’Oraisa	–	and	a	case	of	existing	illness	which	is	not	considered	an	Ones.	
This	is	similar	to	what	we	wrote	above.		

Our	 question	 of	 whether	 a	 Kohen	 is	 permitted	 to	 become	 Tamei	 by	 reattaching	 a	
severed	limb	depends	on	this	distinction.	If	the	Shach	only	meant	to	permit	a	person	in	a	state	
of	Ones,	then	it	would	be	forbidden.	If	we	are	only	stringent	with	regard	to	Sakanas	Eiver	for	
Hilchos	Shabbos,	it	would	be	permissible.	

Rav	Moshe	Feinstein	zt”l	(Igros	Moshe,	Y.D.	1:230)	and	the	Tzitz	Eliezer	(14:90	and	78)	
permit	replantation	for	another	reason	(with	several	conditions).	They	note	that	when	the	limb	
is	reattached,	 it	 is	not	simply	attached	externally,	but	rather	“they	cut	the	skin	and	flesh	and	
insert	the	‘dead’	limb	into	the	leg”.	If	so,	it	is	considered	to	be	touching	an	internal	area	of	the	
body	–	“Beis	haStarim”,	which	does	not	contract	Tumah.	

However,	this	only	solves	the	issue	of	Tumas	Maga,	not	Tumas	Masa.	For	this	reason	
Rav	Moshe	ruled	that	the	Kohen	should	not	move	the	reattached	limb	until	all	of	the	stiches	are	
complete,	at	which	point	it	will	be	considered	“Tumah	Belu’a”	(encased	Tumah)	which	does	not	
transmit	impurity.	

Rav	 Moshe’s	 ruling	 is	 a	 big	 Chidush	 as	 the	 attached	 limb	 is	 not	 entirely	 encased.	
Nevertheless,	according	to	Rav	Moshe,	since	the	limb	becomes	“Batel”	(nullified)	to	the	body,	it	
is	considered	Tumah	Belu’a	as	the	concept	of	Tumah	Belu’a	is	that	the	impure	item	is	nullified.	
Reattaching	a	limb	is	certainly	designed	to	make	the	limb	Batel,	and	in	fact,	even	before	it	begins	
functioning	again,	it	is	already	considered	to	be	Batel.	

Once	the	limb	has	been	attached	and	accepted	by	the	body,	it	is	certainly	Batel	and	no	
longer	transmits	Tumah,	whether	it	was	his	limb	originally	or	whether	it	came	from	somebody	
else.	For	this	reason,	a	Kohen	can	certainly	undergo	an	organ	transplant	or	come	into	contact	
with	 those	who	have	had	organ	 transplants	and	would	have	no	need	 for	concern	regarding	
Tumas	Meis.	

 


