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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 61 - ENTERING CHURCHES AND MOSQUES - PART 1
OU ISRAEL CENTER - SUMMER 2023

Millions of people across the world recently watched the coronation of
King Charles Ill at a church service in Westminster Abbey. Those who
looked closely will have seen a number of non-Christian faith leaders,
including Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis and British Sephardic leader,
Rabbi Joseph Dweck.

Rabbi Mirvis pointed out that, in doing so, he was following in the
footsteps of previous British Chief Rabbis™.

But is it permitted to enter into places of worship of other religions?
Does the purpose of the visit make a halachic difference? Consider the
following contemporary questions:

* For a ceremony - e.g. wedding/funeral of a co-worker.

* Forinterfaith purposes.

* For ‘Darchei Shalom’ - e.g. community leaders at national events.
* For a concert or exhibition.

* To admire architecture/art.

* For the purpose of study - music, art etc.

* To vote if a polling station is on church property.

A] A MIDRASHIC SOURCE?
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Moshe refused to daven for Paro until he had left the town.
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Rashi quotes Chazal that Moshe would not daven surrounded by avoda zara.
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The Terumat Hadeshen rules this in halacha - better to daven on the road than in a hotel which contains idols.

1. See https://twitter.com/chiefrabbi/status/1653406702543175680 for Rabbi Mirvis’ short video: “A Chief Rabbi, in a Church, on a Shabbat morming?”
2. See https://rabbimanning.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Leaming-Halacha-From-Midrash.pdf as to the question of whether (and if so, when) it is acceptable to brings a
midrashic source as a halachic proof. Audio shiurat http://rabbimanning.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Leaming-Halacha-From-Midrash.mp3
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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B] ENTERING A PLACE OF AVODA ZARA - HALACHIC OVERVIEW

Potential halachic prohibitions: * Gaining benefit from avoda zara. ¢ The obligation to avoid contact with negative influences.
» Ma’arit ha’ayin3.
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The Mishna prohibits entering a town on the days of their festivals if the celebration will involve idol worship.
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The Rambam explains in his commentary that, in principle, one may not even live in city which contains a church.
However, we are forced to do so by the hardships of exile. Nevertheless, he clearly rules that one may not enter a church
or perhaps even look at one!
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Mishlei contains a series of verses warning against close contact with certain negative influences.
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The obvious pshat in the verses refers to associating with places of immorality. But the deeper meaning refers also to
avoiding close connections with a places of avoda zara, even for purposes other than worship e.g. entertainment.
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The Gemara rules that a person must always remains at least 4 amot away from a place of avoda zara.
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The Gemara records a discussion between two Sages about whether it is better to walk past a place of idolatry or a place
of immorality. They decided to walk past the latter, rather than risk going near the place of idolatry!
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that one must stay 4 amot away from avoda zara.
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However, even in talmudic times, there was an awareness that many non-Jews of the time were not ‘real’ idolators.

3. According to some shittot, even ma'arit ayin of avoda zara could be prohibited on the level of yehareg v'al ya’avor - one would have to die rather than do it. See furtherin Part 2.
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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C] WHAT IS AVODA ZARA?
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Idolatry comes in different forms. The classic form is the rejection of God for another power.
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In this vein, avoda zara is compared with a ‘znut’ - sexual infidelity.
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However, avoda zara is also a form of corruption of true worship of God eg serving God through some intermediary”.

D] IS CHRISTIANITY AVODA ZARA?

DY - DNV N DTN 92 XODNN 29 TINT YN ... SNONX JPINKD YOI DAY NYOY - 90N DNYNY " v'n 15.
DN D2WD ORYNY 92927 N

NHY RO I AN DAY
The Talmud prohibits doing business with idolators on their festival days. R. Yishmael’s view is that even 3 days before
or 3 days after is prohibited and that ‘Sunday’ is always prohibited.
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In fact, the original text of the Talmud does not read ‘Sunday’ but ‘the Christian [notzri] day’ This was censored® (or
self-censored®) out of the Talmud!
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The original text of Rashi (also how censored) explains that Sunday was decreed as the Christian Sabbath by ‘that man’.
Note that most talmudic references to early Christianity are to a deviant Jewish heresy - minut - not a separate religion.

D1] THE POSITION OF THE RAMBAM
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The Rambam’s view is clear - Christianity’ is avoda zara, Christians are idolators and Sunday is an idolatrous festival!
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The Rambam (in the uncensored version of Mishna Torah) clearly rules that Christians are idolators and it is prohibited
to derive benefit from their wine.

Also included would be a false and idolatrous conception of God, such as that God is physical. Rambam describes this as worse than worshiping God through an intermediary!
There is a long history of non-Jewish censorship of Jewish texts. See http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/4170-censorship-of-hebrew-books .

For a recent treatment of the issue of Jewish self-censorship see Changing the Inmutable, Marc Shapiro.

The Rambam includes in this ‘all forms of Christianity’. What would he have said about Protestantism? Presumably, this would also be idolatry since it subscribes to the Trinity and
also the corporealization of God as a man.
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Nevertheless, Rambam see a positive purpose in Christianity (and Islam) in familiarizing the world with the concept of
Mashiach and the idea of mitzvot®.

D2] THE POSITION OF TOSAFOT

By the time of the Ba’alei Tosafot, Jews in Northern Europe were in business relationships with non-Jewish Christians in a number of
areas, including:- business on Sundays (market day), partnerships with non-Jews, dealing in Christian ritual objects.
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Here Tosafot avoids the potential halachic problems by leaving the classification of Christianity as avoda zara but
reclassifying most Christians as non-believers and thus not idolators.
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This Tosafot goes further. It deals with entering into business partnerships with Christians - a halachic problem due to
the possibility of causing the non-Jewish partner to take an oath in the name of his god. Tosafot rule that a non-Jew may
take an oath in the name of their Christian saint, as the saint has no divinity. Further, when they mention ‘God’, they are
referring to the same God as we do.

* The connection of God’s name with another being in a religious context is, according to Tosafot, not prohibited for non-Jews. On a
simple reading, this refers to connecting God and the saints®. However, many poskim have read this Tosafot as referring to the Christian
joining of the concept of God and another being/medium to God eg The Father and The Son.

* Tosafot has thus apparently established that practical business interaction with non-Jews is permitted since (a) Christianity is avoda
zara for Jews but not for non-Jews; and (b) many Christians are not really believers anyway!
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The Shulchan Aruch brings the view of Tosafot as a “Yesh Omrim’ - a secondary opinion not to be relied upon ideally.
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The Rema in Shulchan Aruch rules that Jews are permitted to sell Christian religious objects if they would be able to
acquire them elsewhere, although he quotes opinions which are strict on this.

8. Contrary to some claims, this source does not imply that the Rambam was in favor of interfaith dialogue.
9. Asin "Cry ‘God for Harry, England, and Saint George!” " (Henry V: Act Ill, Scene I)
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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The Rema rules that it is permitted to enter into business deals with Christians. He explains Christians today are
technically not involved in avoda zara since they are not prohibited in ‘shituf’ - the Trinity.
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The Shach brings the wording of Tosafot - that non-Jews are permitted to engage in “shituf’. Causing them to make an
oath is not therefore prohibited.

However, there is some considerable debate as to how to understand the position of Tosafot!
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The commentary of the Pitchei Teshuva on Shulchan Aruch brings a teshuva of the Nodeh Beyehudah which makes the
following point. When Tosafot said that non-Jews were not prohibited in the laws of “shituf’, this was only for technical
reasons in the halachot of making vows!! In fact, when it comes to actual worship, non-Jews are EQUALLY prohibited
in ‘shituf’, making (Trinitarian) Christianity into real idolatry, even according to Tosafot!
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The Nodeh Beyehudah claims that there is NO source at all that non-Jews are permitted to worship God through ‘shituf’.
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The Aruch Hashulchan appears also to take this stricter view that non-Jews are permitted to engage in shituf ONLY for
the purpose of making oaths.
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However, other commentators bring sources which indicate that non-Jews are not prohibited in shituf.

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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D3] THE POSITION OF THE MEIRI
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The Meiri (N. Spain 13C) appears to redefine the Jewish approach to Christianity. He restricts the Talmudic statements
concerning avoda zara to the pagans of the ancient world. However, Christianity is not part of this system. Even the
word ’notzri’, according to the Meiri, is NOT a reference to Christians but to an ancient pagan sun-cult!
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Here the Meiri states that since the Christians around us are monotheists and bound by the rule of law, halachic
monetary laws apply to them just as they would apply to fellow Jews.

The approach of the Meiri was not traditionally accepted by Jewish sources (note that many of the Meiri’s writings were only discovered
in the 20th century), certainly not in the realm of halachic definition of non-Jews. It has been adopted a little more (in particular by Rav
Kook and the Sridei Eish) over the last 120 years in relation to ethical dealings with non-Jews (see below and in Part 2).
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Rav Kook ruled that the ethically correct position is that of the Meiri. He does, however, acknowledge that most of the
poskim do not rule this way.
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The Biur Hagola appears to agree that Chazal are NOT talking about the same kind of people as the non-Jews around us
today. However, he invokes the Rema who sides more with the view of Tosafot than that of the Meiri (of which the Biur
Hagola was almost certainly not aware). Also he is NOT dealing with the issue of entering churches.

In summary, the three primary positions in the Rishonim on Christianity are:

* The Rambam rules that Christianity is idolatrous.

* Tosafot appear to rule that Christianity is not idolatrous for non-Jews. However, Tosafot may be read differently and could in fact
understand that Christianity is idolatrous.

* The Meiri apparently® rules that Christianity is NOT idolatrous.

10. This is not entirely clear. Some mefarshim understand the Meiri’s is not dealing with the theology of Christianity but the halachot of interactions between Jews and non-Jews. On
theological issues, the Meiri’s position could mirror that of Tosafot.
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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But which Christianity'1!? All the Rishonim12 are dealing with Catholicism and perhaps Greek Orthodoxy?3. Do the above positions
apply also to Protestantism? If the issue is the Trinity, then presumably (Trinitarian) Protestantism is not significantly different.
Similarly, if the issue is a belief in the potential corporeality of God then most forms of contemporary Christianity would remain
idolatrous. But on other theological issues (in particular transubstantiation, saints, images and statutes, relics) Protestantism seems
to be clearly ‘less pagan’. It may be that a ‘belief'* in the Trinity with no actually physical representation of idolatry would, for a
non-Jew?s, be ‘minut’ (heresy) but not idolatry. So too, it may be that the halachic position on the Unitarian Church will be different.

Some suggest that Christian thinking has radically changed after the 1965 Second Vatican Council and Nostra Aetate. ¢

In Part 2 we will be’H address the practical positions of the contemporary poskim on this issue.

11. There are hundreds of different Christian Churches with different belief systems - see https:
12. R.Saadia Gaon in Emunot Vedeot 2:7 posits that there were 4 types of Christianity in his time (earller 10C), one of which may not be avoda zara at all.
13. This split from Catholicism in 1054.
14. Christian thinkers have split vast amounts of ink on the issue of what they themselves understand the Trinity to be.
15. ForaJew, even beliefs without actions can constitute avoda zara.
16. See Rabbi Shlomo Riskin - https://ots.org.il/shabbat-shalomtoldot-rabbi-riskin-text/
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