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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

23 - MIXED SEATING AT WEDDING
OU ISRAEL CENTER - SUMMER 2016

A] INTRODUCTORY THOUGHTS

* Prayer in a synagogue requires separation of men and women by a mechitzat.

* Does this apply to other events held in a synagogue (eg a shiur)?

* Is there a source for such separation at a seuda shel mitzvah eg the wedding meal and subsequent Sheva Berachot?
* Is there any source to extend that to any regular gathering of men and women eg a fundraising dinner, a concert?

» Weddings in particular can lend themselves to kalut rosh. How does this affect the analysis2?

B] CHAZAL: THE SUCCOT PRECEDENT
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In the run up to the Simchat Beit HaShoeva, there was a ‘great installation’ added to the Ezrat Nashim in the Temple.
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The Gemara explains that the atmosphere of celebration in the Temple during the Simchat Beit HaShoeva was a recipe for
kalut rosh - casual socializing. They tried a number of systems to separate the men and women for those evenings. The only
one which worked was a balcony in the Ezrat Nashim - women upstairs and men downstairs.

This raises a number of important questions:

* The Temple, like the synagogue, is a place where kalut rosh is actively prohibited. So it is easy to see how this source extends to
mechitza in synagogue services. But does it extend to other gatherings (where kalut rosh may be undesirable but not actively prohibited)?

* Is there an implication that on occasions other than the Simchat Beit HaShoeva the men and the women in the Temple were not
separated since there was no concern of kalut rosh. If so, is mixing permitted if kalut rosh is not a concern? Or maybe men and women
were always practically separated in the Temple, which was easily achieved due to the relatively small number of women present. Only on
Succot was there a need for a special structure, due to the large number of men and women together.

* The source from Zecharia seems to mandate separation at all public gatherings, even funerals where kalut rosh is not an concern.

* Why was the balcony effective in avoiding kalut rosh when the other systems failed? It certainly prevented the men from mingling with the
women (which perhaps the other systems did not fully). But did it also stop the men from seeing the women?

1. Mechitza will iy’H be the subject of a separate shiur.
2. Aswe will see, kalut rosh is prohibited in a shul. In other scenarios is it prohibited or just actively discouraged?
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On the issue of mingling vs. seeing, the Mishna in Middot seems clear that the problem was mingling.
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The Rambam in Mishna Torah and the Meiri are clear that the issue was mingling.
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However the Rambam in his commentary on the Mishna states that there was a mechitza (MW7) ©Y2N) so that the men could
not stare inappropriately at the women.
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Tosefot Yom Tov follows this position of the Rambam and understands that the men were not allowed to see the women. He
considers there to be a serious possibility of the men becoming sexually aroused by the atmosphere - something prohibited in
any scenario and all the more so in the Temple.

* |s there any room to qualify this view today by the greater familiarity of men with women? Is there always such sexual tension in a mixed
gathering? Is this a halachic area which may differ according the the circumstances, or will we apply the principle of ‘lo plug’ - that the
halacha sometimes refuses to distinguish between subtly different circumstances but applies a blanket prohibition.

* Contemporary halachic authorities are divided as to whether the function of the balcony in the Temple was indeed to prevent minglings or
to prevent the men from looking at the women*.

C] CHAZAL: THE PESACH PRECEDENT
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The Mishna rules that a Kallah eating Korban Pesach in a group may turn away from the group to eat (even though this may
give the impression that she is not eating with the rest of the group, which would be prohibited)
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The Gemara explains that her embarrassment is due to the men she is eating with staring at her. There is no suggestion here
that there is anything wrong with the men and women eating together.

* In the time of Chazal people did not eat together at one table, but rather individually on separate small tables. So while this source may
be a precedent for men and women eating in the same room with no mechitza, would it be extendable to eating at the same table?

3. R.Moshe Feinstein (Iggrot Moshe 0.C.1:39) and R. Yechiel Weinberg (Seridei Eish 2:14).
4. R’ Eliezer Waldenberg (Tzitz Eliezer 7:8) and R. Shmuel Wosner (Shevet HaLevi 1:19).
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D] THE GEONIM
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The Geonim write that men and women may not eat together at a wedding or ‘gemilut chasadim’ meal. A man may eat with
close female relatives even if technically arayot (eg sister-in-law) as long as his wife is present as his shomeret.

« This somewhat obscure source was not know to many of the commentators and is not quoted in the Rambam, Tur or Shulchan Aruch.

E] THE RISHONIM
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Another less well-known source is the Sefer HaPardes (probably written by the school of Rashi in 12C France). He rules
(perhaps following the Geonic source above) that all public mixing of men and women is prohibited, including at meals.
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A much more famous source is this piece by R’ Yehuda HaChasid (12/13C Germany). He specifically focuses on weddings
and rules that the blessing ‘shehasimcha bim’ono’ in the special wedding zimun may not be recited in an environment which
lacks appropriate Yirat Shamayim. He gives various examples of vulgar gatherings and includes where ‘women and men sit
together and there are inappropriate sexual thoughts’. He also prohibits men attending weddings where they will see women
present who are inappropriately dressed.

* Is this statement of the Sefer Chasidim binding in halacha or a middat chasidut?s

* Does it prohibit the mixed group or just state that 11v1n2 NNNWNY may not be said in a mixed group?

* Does it prohibit all mixing or only when there will be inappropriate thoughts (or is this inevitable)?¢

* Does this source go further than the previous ones and prohibit men from seeing women at the wedding meal?
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The ruling of the Sefer Chasidim is brought in the Sefer Minhagim (14/15C Austria’). He understands the ruling
clearly and strictly. Where men and women see each other at the wedding meal, there cannot be a simcha of
kedusha and y»yn1a nnnwnY may not be said.

5. Many of the statements of R. Yehuda HaChasid were accepted as binding in halacha. But many others were seen as strictures of the pietist school of the Chasidei Ashkenaz and not
accepted in mainstream psak.
6. Inthis context whatis the implication of the ‘¥’ in '©DMNINYW'?
7. Original written by R. Yitzchak Tyrna in 14/15C Austria but added to by others over the following century until publication in 1566.
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Sefer Orchot Tzadikim (15C) rules that men and women must be separate for the the ‘simcha’ of the wedding

F] THE EARLY ACHARONIM

* The issue of separate seating at weddings and the ruling of the Sefer Chasidim is not brought explicitly in the Shulchan Aruch.
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Shulchan Aruch rules (based on the Rambam) that special efforts must be made to avoid mass mixed gatherings, especially
when simcha and drink are thrown into the mix! Mishna Berura says that this applies to other occasions too.
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The Kaf Hachayim understands that this source relates directly to seating at weddings, in which case mixed seating would be
clearly prohibited. Most poskim have understood this to be referring to spontaneous large public gatherings and therefore
not to be strictly relevant to organized weddings’.

The issue of seating at weddings IS picked up by the major halachic commentators of early Acharonim, with differing perspectives!
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R. Shiomo Luria (16C Poland), relates that the minhag of his day was that the men and women (including chatan and kallah)
sat separately for the wedding meal, but that the kallah was brought to sit with the chatan for the Sheva Berachot. Although
he clearly disapproves of mixed seating, he does not record an explicit prohibition.
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Rav Mordechai Yafte’ (late 16C Poland) also quotes the Sefer Chasidim but states that the custom in his community was for
the men and women to sit together at weddings. His justification of the his custom is that men and women are now used to
being with each other and thus the likelihood of ‘hirhurei aveira’ is far lessened"’.

8. See R. Getzel Ellinson, Hatzne’a Lechet Chap 1 Section VII. However, it could certainly apply to concerts and gatherings such as Hakafot Sheniot. It is reported that the Gr'a would not
allow his daughter to attend Tashlich for this reason.
9. Inthe Levush - one of the most important halachic works of the 16C immediately following the Shulchan Aruch.
10. Note that is it not clear how far the Levush goes in practice. He clearly allows mixed seating in the same room with no mechitza but it is not explicit that he allowed mixed seating at the
same table. Nevertheless, based on his reasoning of habituation it seems that mixed tables in our society is consistent with the psak of the Levush.
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G] HABITUATION AS A HALACHIC FACTOR
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Rav Gidel would instruct women on hilchot Tevila by the mikveh. When challenged as to whether this was appropriate, he
responded that the women were like ‘White geese’ to him.

* The position of the Levush clearly reflects a halachic perspective that habituation of men with women and the general mixing of the sexes
in society has an impact in halacha. If interaction between women and men will not in fact lead to inappropriate thoughts and behaviors,
then it is halachically permitted, as seen in the example of Rav Gidel.

* Butis the precedent of Rav Gidel, who may have been an exceptional tzaddik, relevant to regular people?
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The Sma’k' rules that, indeed, if a man will not be adversely or improperly affected by dealing with women, there is no
prohibition for him to look at women.
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In a similar case, the Gemara records that one of the Amoraim would carry the Kallah on his shoulders” around the
wedding feast. When his students asked how this was halachically legitimate his answer was that there was no sexual
context for him, but would be for them!"”
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that total separation of the sexes is required wherever this could lead to inappropriate sexual
behavior. In many cases, such behavior would be a Torah prohibition. The Rema adds that where people are clearly acting
leshem shamayim and there is no inappropriate sexual context, some interaction is acceptable.
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Ultimately the judgement of who is ‘leshem shamayim’ is a very tricky one. On the one hand, many interactions between
men and women are clearly now free of any sexual context. On the other hand, a person should not be too sure of themselves
unless they are a ‘chasid gadol’ (and maybe not even then!)

11. Sefer Mitzvot HaKatan - R. Yitzchak of Corbeil, 13C France.
12. Some mefarshim suggest this was on a chair, but it is not clear.
13. Compare the modern phenomenon of the Mitzvah Tanz with the Rebbe.
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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Rav Ovadia Yosef here explains that habituation is not an automatic heter. He rejects it in the case of Kol Isha, at the same
time as accepting that some classic poskim permitted mixed seating at weddings on these grounds and that this was the
minhag in many communities for centuries. In business life and society there has been a significant change in the interaction
between men and women, which could impact on halacha. Habituation would not however be a heter for mixed dancing or
swimming, which are areas far more prone to yetzer hara'* and which may be independantly specifically prohibited.
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Shulchan Aruch rules that a man may not walk behind a women in public in case he looks at her inappropriately.
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The TZzitz Eliezer recognizes that in today’s world when women are far more present in the public sphere, this is far less
likely to cause inappropriate reactions in men.
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R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach takes a simlar halachic approach and permits this in situations of need.

* Some Poskim have taken the same position on the talmudic prohibition a man of sending regards someone else’s wife. In modern
society, where this would no longer be seen as an expression of intimacy, it would no longer be prohibited?s.

14. How this impacts on kol isha is a matter of intense debate? In scenarios where women are singing and which are clearly prone to yetzer hara, there are no grounds for leniency on the
basis of habituation. However it is certainly arguable that where the context is not one of yetzer hara, the intentions are leshem shamayim and there is a real ‘down side’ to walking out,
this argument need to be considered. This has been a real issue in I.D.F. ceremonies where there are sometimes women singers as part of the program. Should all the religious soldiers
leave (which often causes considerable offense/resentment/potential chilul Hashem) or may they stay. One is certainly NOT allowed to do a clear aveira in order to avoid upsetting
someone else - such an aveira would itself be a chilul Hashem - but is it so clear in this case? See Kol Isha: A Woman'’s Voice, Rav Moshe Lichtenstein, Tradition 46:1, 2013 p9.

15. Shu’tMaharam Shik EH53.
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H] FORMATION OF A MODERN-DAY PSAK
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The Bach'® records an interesting custom from 17C Poland. Weddings were usually held on Fridays. On the second night of
Sheva Berachot (Motzash), the regular 7 Berachot were recited but without YWD NNV in the zimun. This appears very
strange since, if anything, WY NNNWNY is more likely to be recited than N2 WN!"" The Bach explains that the Motzash
Sheva Berachot was a smaller more intimate gathering and men and women were mixed. Following the Sefer Chasidim,
MYNIA NNNYNIY may not be said.
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The Bach explains further in his teshuvot. The Motzash 7 Berachot was a family-only meal with mixed men and women.
Following the Sefer Chasidim they did not say YWy nnNRWNVY due to ‘hirhurei aveira’ (although they DID hold the mixed
event!) Seuda Shelishit was much larger and separate. Friday night and Shabbat lunch was mixed unmarrieds only and
MY INOWNY WAS said as there was apparently no concern for hirhurim!!"
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The comments of the Bach were picked up by later poskim (here the Beit Shmuel - late 17C Poland). Again the specific
wording was that WY1 NNNVNY may not be said at a mixed meal, rather than that the meal may not be mixed.

* In 1761 the Council of the Land of Lithuania made an official ruling that men and women may not sit together at the wedding meal with a
cherem on those who do! This communal sanction no doubt crystallized the custom in many places.
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Nevertheless other 18C and 19C poskim (here the Pitchei Teshuva in mid 19C Lithuania) state that mixed seating at
weddings is permitted, relying on the Levush.
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The Kitzur Shulchan Aruch (19C Hungary) writes that men and women may not sit in the same room at weddings.

* Halachic voices from the 18C to the 20C speak in both directions on this issue. Some insist on separate seating whilst others maintain
that this is not the custom.?® Many Rabbanim campaigned tirelessly against mixed dancing at weddings, which implies that mixed seating
was certainly prevalent!

16. R.Yoel Sirkis - 16/17C Poland.
17. Whilst 7 Berachot are certainly only recited during the first week, there is a halachic discussion whether y1n2 nnnwnw may be recited even during the first month or beyond.
18. Itis difficult to understand why a gathering of singles is less problematic than marrieds. Maybe is was a much younger gathering, or maybe the singles were just more innocent then!
19. Foralengthy list of how different poskim ruled on this over the centuries, see an excellent article by Rabbi Eli Clark in The Journal of Halacha 35 pp 28-61.
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I] CONTEMPORARY PSAK

I1] SEPARATE SEATING IS ABSOLUTELY REQUIRED. MIXED IS TOTALLY PROHIBITED

DANNYN 0N MY YN DOWIX TNXR NIV DAY WHN DIANYD MNNNT NIIT XD (M) oy 33,
TN ONON DNONX M OMY DANNWNN SNIYTON PNNNM OXIPI POY DIONDN GNNYNDN YIMVY D) ,MNNNa
2),0°290 NX PROVNNY PRVIN 5531 DN 9" 12 DV DNOY MNNYI AN D127 DI 1Y) ... 10272 ¥'Y DN

- JIRD MNNWYA GNNYNY NON MNY D190 IR PROLNND DNRVIN 9951 DN 1D NNNYIA GRNUN 1PN IN 1D NIYY

NIIN YO0 2 95 NN MWD
Rav Moshe Sternbuch is unequivocally against mixed seating

* Many modern poskim try to limit the application of the lenient position of the Levush2° as (i) never having been lechatchila but a limud
zechut; (ii) permitting separate tables with no mechitza but not mixed seating at the same table; (iii) not applying when there are women
present who are improperly dressed.

* Presumably, in a society where men and women normally live separate lives (as in many Chasidish circles) the rationale of the Levush
would certainly not apply.

12] SEPARATE SEATING IS REQUIRED LECHATCHILA BUT MIXED IS ACCEPTABLE WHERE NECESSARY

AN XIMNNTN NDONI UNI TMOP 12 N0 MONX 7PN RIMNXRTI DYYTP OPTA NI N NYINN NYay ynvn 1o, 34.
DOVIN 12 NIPNY POIXY DIPN 932 NON NINY YAYNA ... \1AP DIPN 952 RIPNINTI NI 7MY PTY 990 N8P PHIOm
YR TP YT INID XOW YT DIPPA NNNN N TIAN XD NN PNORY DVYN

L5 YO X PON OPNH NNN NYH MR NI
In a 1946 teshuva Rav Moshe Feinstein writes that all gatherings of men and women, whether or not in shul, require a
mechitza by Torah law to prevent mingling .

DT NN RIOOYW NLN I TN YYUN KDY 19N MY NOONN ¥ ON NPNDN MNNNA G MYIN MATY N1ap DIPND 35.

NN NOYW ND NDA 9 T2 PRY MNAWN NN DY P, TAN 11722 DOWIN DWIND PIIIN PIY NDON NDPINI JNIYN NN'T

..... IMN DNV DWINX DY DWVIY YNPWN MOON DY NNN NN DXTIY) DIV PYIY PRY ... DI ... NIVYND INY POY

DOVIN PIPY N DA DNV N DY NNNND TPNNY TIXYT RIMNNTI NI NONR NN N29NN NYYD )'O1a HIN
MNINATI NV DWVINT NOYNID

N YD X PIN DN AMN YD MHN N WY
However in a 1951 teshuva Rav Moshe states that there is no probably issur to hold mixed events, other than during tefilla in
a shul, where a mechitza is required. Some resolve the contradicition by suggesting” that Rav Moshe is stricter with
unorganized gatherings, where a mechitza is required, but is more lenient at weddings, which are more regulated and where
there may be other mitigating factors (such as the mitzvah of simchat chatan vekalla and issues of shalom bayit).”

»o) NN W'N0Y . T20 DOWIDY T D) OIPN VTN XON NIV DU DIWIN 1AW DID IMND DDMINY XD ... (V) 36.
;TN DV DWVIN ADNY PR DPIN OXIP D1T) NP DINIAPNNY NANN NIV OXTIA I"N) ... NPRIPA OONNVY (av
e IWANY NI TAPNY YWIYWORTI NINNIY NI ... WIADN VW'D TIY POIND YN ... . TIND TR DI NON

Y050 YN JAN - 3 PON DN ¥ N
Rav Ovadia Yosef requires separate seating, although acknowledges the lenient shitta of the Levush as a bedieved.

20. The Chafetz Chaim condemns mixed seating at weddings (Geder Olam p43).

21. SeeR. Getzel Ellinson in Hatzne’ah Lechet p30 n65.

22. ltis reported that of the 4 weddings that Rav Moshe made, 2 were totally separate. Rav Reuven’s wedding had some mixed tables to accommodate some guests from the other side. Rav
Tendler's wedding had the Feinstein side separate and the Tendler side mixed. Anyone who was attending weddings in America 40+ years ago can recount many examples of gedolei
haposkim of the time who regularly attended weddings with mixed seating, Others would counter that those poskim disapproved of mixed seating, but understood that the uneducated
state of America Jewry did not then allow any stricter halachic standards. Indeed, there were always those (often from Chasidishe backgrounds) who insisted on separate seating. Rav
Soloveitchik is reported by talmidim as having clearly accepted the propriety of mixed seating.

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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I3] MIXED SEATING IS PERMITTED BASED ON LONG-STANDING COMMUNAL MINHAG

* Many poskim acknowledge the sources which require mixed seating but are happy to uphold the long-standing minhag of many
communities not to requires this.z

* RavYehuda Henkin rules that mixed seating at weddings is permitted but should not be encouraged?.

* Some question the applicability of this minhag given the ‘shift to the right’ of the Orthodox community and the consequent adoption of
more machmir customs

14] CONCERNS AT THE GENERAL PUSH TOWARDS SEPARATE SEATING

» Some in the Centrist Orthodox world have expressed concerns at the social pressure to have separate seating at weddings.?

* This is especially true of singles, for whom weddings are an good opportunity in a safe environment to meet potential spouses.
NB. IN all of these conversations, there is surprisingly little discussion about the kabbalat panim, which is often far more mixed than the
seating at the weddings. It would seem counter-intuitive to insist on separate seating whilst allowing a mixed reception (although this is
often done).
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23. See Rabbi Clark’s article ob cit.

24. See http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/kitveyet/shana/henkin-4.html

25. See the transcript of a famous shmuze on this by Rav Aaron Rakeffet of YU at http://haemtza.blogspot.co.il/2006/02/mixed-seating-at-weddings.html
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