


this is also the opinion of the Tur, 
the Beis Yosef and the Magen 
Avraham 91.3.

Others argue this position of 
the Vilna Gaon and rule that it 
is halacha that one must wear 
a head covering at all times 
(response of Mahari Bruna 165 
and the Tzemach Tzedek Orach 
Chaim chapter 8). Normative 
halacha favour s  the lat ter 
opinion and particularly the Taz 
in Orach Chaim (chapter 8 par. 
3) rules that since the goyim 
remove their hats when they sit 
down it is forbidden for a Jew 
to sit bareheaded because it is 
considered a goyishe practice. 
This opinion is repeated in 
the Chasam Sofer  and the 
Mishne Brura rules conclusively 
(Shaarei Zion 2.17) that even 
the Vilna Gaon would admit 
that nowadays it is a matter 
of halacha. This has become 
standard practice among all 
Ashkenazim. The Sephardim 
were not so particular about 
it except for their Rabbonim. 
Today there is little difference 
b e t we e n  A sh ke n a z i m  a n d 
Sephardim on this matter and 
all wear Cappels.

Does this apply indoors as 
well?

The Maharshal (Responsa 72) 
brings an opinion that the only 

The story and halacha of the 
woman who has been accused of 
being unfaithful to her husband 
is graphically portrayed in this 
week’s sedra. She is given the 
‘bitter waters’ to drink and if 
she is guilty her stomach bursts 
open in public displaying her 
guilt for all to see. During the 
course of preparing her for this 
ritual the Cohen administering 
these rites uncovers her hair to 
humiliate her to induce her to 
confess. Rashi comments that 
the Sages derive from here that 
it is disgraceful for a married 
woman to be seen bareheaded. 
What is less well known is a 
Midrash that the Malbim quotes 
(the Malbim can be found his 
commentary on Shulchan Aruch 
Orach Chaim Artzos Hachaim 
chapter 2, par. 45) that similarly 
men are required to cover their 
head in order to achieve fear of 
G-d i.e. the wearing of a Cappel. 
‘Cappel’ is the Yiddish term for 
a head covering but it is also 
known as a ‘yarmulke’ which is 
a contraction of ‘yorei m’Eelokim 
- fear of G-d.’

But is this just a custom or a 
halachic imperative? The Gemara 

in several places refers to this 
as recommended practice. In 
Shabbos 156b we find ‘cover your 
head so that you should have 
fear of G-d’. And the Gemara 
in Kiddushin quotes Rav Huna 
the son of Rav Yehoshua who 
would not walk six feet (four 
amot) without a head covering. 
In Mashechet Kallah the story is 
told of two children who walked 
in front of the sages one with a 
Cappel and one without. Rabbi 
Akiva commented that the 
lineage of the bareheaded child 
is suspect and upon examination 
they discovered that the child 
was a mamzer.

Nevertheless when Rambam 
refers to this issue he only 
mentions in passing that the 
sages who conducted themselves 
with great modesty would not 
walk about bareheaded which 
seems to imply that it is only 
recommended but not actual 
halacha. This seems to be also 
the opinion of the Vilna Gaon 
in his commentary in Shulchan 
Aruch (Orach Chaim chapter 
8 par. 2) who writes that even 
during davening it is only an act 
of piety. The Gaon claims that 

requirement to wear a Cappel 
is outdoors but where one is 
under a roof it is not necessary 
and there were many German 
Jews who availed themselves 
of this heter. (I  par ticularly 
remember a very frum ‘Yekke’ 
professor who had long payot 
and wore his tzitzit out for all to 
see but lectured bareheaded!) 
However the Bach and Eliyahu 
Raba (chapter 2) disagree and 
insist upon head cover ings 
inside and so rules the Mishne 
Brura par. 10.

Even those individuals who are 
lenient on the above agree that 
when entering a shul one must 
cover their head as a matter of 
halacha (Shulchan Aruch Orach 
Chaim 91.3) So too when saying 
a bracha or the name of Hashem 
one certainly must cover their 
head (Tur chapter 8 Shulchan 
Aruch 91.3 and 206.3 and see 
Encyclopaedia Tamudit vol. 6 
page 119)

Rabbi Irving Jacobs, the former 
principal of Jews College tells 
me that it was not unusual even 
for Dayanim of the London Beth 
Din years ago to say a bracha 
before eating with a Cappel - 
remove it during eating and put 
it back on for bentching!

However, all of this is academic 
because the custom nowadays 
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