An Perspective Look at Teffilin 

The following perspective look at Teffilin is in honor of our son Gavriel Yosef Tzvi נ"י donning Teffilin for the first time. 

There is a special message in the donning of Tefillin that each Bar Mitzvah boy should take to his heart. Once a child reaches the age of being responsible for his own actions, both good deeds and bad, Hashem commands him with a special Mitzva which he will fulfill his whole life almost daily, the Mitzvah of Tefillin. This Mitzvah has many aspects to encourage the child in his new life  and responsibility of an adult. 

I would like to discuss one part of the Mitzvah of Tefillin, the actual donning itself. In the actual procedure of donning the Teffilin there are two aspects. One aspect is the actual  placement of the boxes of the Tefillin and the knots of the Tefillin. The other aspect  is the placement and wrapping of the Tefillin straps for the Tefillin shel Rosh and the Tefillin shel Yad respectively.

An important lesson we can learn from the first aspect, placement of the boxes of the Tefillin has to do with the actual law of where the Tefillin boxes can be donned either on the head for Tefillin Shel Rosh or on the hand for Tefillin Shel Yad. There are only certain valid places, areas, on the arm and head where Tefillin can be placed. Both of these places have some leeway, but if either Tefillin is placed out of the these areas then the actual donning is not valid. This teaches us and the new man that in keeping the Torah there is some leeway, but this way is limited only to the area where the Torah is validly interpreted. Therefore the Torah of the Chassidim, Misnagdim, the Shulchan Aruch and the Rema are all valid approaches to the Torah way of life since they all fit within the limited area of the true Torah way. By allowing this leeway in donning the Tefillin we are teaching the child that he should respect and honor the many different valid Torah ways, as long as these ways are reflected in the limited area of interpretation.

From the first aspect we see how a person has to look at the Torah lifestyles of others. From the second aspect the actual strapping of the Tefillin (mainly the Tefillin Shel Yad) we can see how a person must look at his own observance of the Torah lifestyle. 

When a person straps on his Tefillin he has to be careful not to tighten the straps too much nor to wraps the straps too loose. If the straps are wrapped very tight it will be uncomfortable and will bother him during the Tefilah. Also it will cut off the circulation  of blood to his hand which can be a danger. If the straps are wrapped loosely they won't stay in place will lose their formation.  

Both these aspects of wrapping the straps come to teach us how a person must keep the Torah. Being overly strict (tight) in keeping the laws where it is not necessary can actually make the Torah life uncomfortable and unwieldy, also it might actually cut circulation to the person's hands meaning to all his Mitzvot, since they will be a burden instead of a joy. On the other hand a person who is to loose in keeping the laws and does not take them with the right seriousness then he is on the way to sliding out of place in the Torah life, just as the straps will move around his arm  without control. 

The wrapping of the straps of the Tefillin define a fine line between too tight and too loose. So it is with the Torah life, a person must constantly be aware of the fine line of between too strict and too little observance. As we know even in the wrapping there is some leeway between too tight and too loose, this is to show us that the fine line between too strict and too little observance is not constant but changes constantly in each individual's life. It is the responsibility of the individual not to let things get out of hand neither in strictness or looseness.

One more point we can learn from the placing of the Tefillin is that a person has to be careful the way he places the straps on his arm meaning he has to be aware of what he is doing. It is customary after placing the boxes of the Tefillin and the straps to double check them. So it is the way of the Torah life, not just doing, but double checking and seeing if we are doing what Hashem wants and doing it with the awareness of that Hashem has given us the greatest gift of all, of doing His will in this world.

