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It is vital to make two points clear at the
onset of this issue. Firstly, this article will
deal primarily with pagan worship.! Sec-
ondly, in this issue we will not be discuss-
ing our affiliation with non-Jews on a per-
sonal level. In an earlier article, we al-
ready discussed the requirement to help
needy non-Jews, give charity to their
poor, visit their sick, and bury their dead.
The Torah requires one to be compas-
sionate to all mankind.? The gemara
quotes a number of sages who displayed
acts of respect and extended a supporting
hand towards gentiles.®> Additionally, the
Gemara states that righteous gentiles have
a share in the world to come.* Chazal
repeatedly single out virtuous non-Jews as
exemplars of appropriate behavior.®
Nonetheless, in protection of the very es-
sence of the Jewish religion, the Torah
takes a strong stand to prevent any inter-
action with or benefit from other religious
practices.®

ne of the basic tenets in Yiddish-
keit is for a person to distance
himself entirely from any con-
nection to idolatry. Avodah Zarah is one
of the three cardinal sins for which a per-
son is required to give up his or her life
rather than transgress the sin.” In fact,
although the use of scornful or mocking
language is generally not permitted, nev-
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ertheless, when it relates to avodah zarah
it is not only permitted but even advo-
cated. Any interest in pagan worship is
deflected when the practices are described
as ludicrous and bizarre. Consequently,
throughout the generations, Yiddin have
developed all sorts of derisive nicknames
and comical descriptions to describe pa-
gan deities, their prophets, and their prac-
tices. 8

Living in modern westernized coun-
tries in the 21 century, avodah zarah may
seem to be quite an abstract concept, an
archaic interest of the pre-medieval era or
of ancient tribes, and a conduct per-
formed by uneducated peasants lacking a
broad and more sophisticated outlook of
life. However, this is not an accurate as-
sessment.

In the next issue we will discuss at
length some Hindu practices and the tre-
mendous practical impact they have in
contemporary halacha, which affects items
we use on an daily basis. Additionally, we
will discuss below whether Christianity
and Islam are categorized as Avodah
Zarah.

The Prohibition

The prohibition against worshiping
pagan deities is one of the ™27 myn yaw
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people (i.e. Jews and non-Jews
alike) are required to keep.® Non-
Jews are restricted under Torah
J|law only from specific forms of
worship. In addition to not wor-
shiping pagan deities, Yiddin
have a much more expanded
requirement of faith. Jews are prohibited
from even acknowledging in their hearts
that idols have any power. Yiddin have an
active requirement of faith to believe that
there was a preexisting existence that
masterly created the world and founded
all of creation. This is the definition of
G-d. Yiddin are required to believe in
Hashem’s uniformity which is unparal-
leled in any existence which we know. He
is one in the fullest sense of the word. He
does not possess a body like a human and
is not comprised of numerous compo-
nents but is completely uniform, some-
thing which is beyond our comprehen-
sion. Non-Jews, on the other hand, are
not required have this expansive faith.
They are simply forbidden to worship
other deities.}! Many poskim maintain that
even if a non-Jew believes in Hashem but
also worships another god, it is considered
avodah zarah. We will discuss the rele-
vance of this last point below.!?

A. Christianity

Christianity is considered a mono-
theistic religion. Still, a basic precept of
Christianity is belief in the Trinity. The
Trinity is the belief of three gods: The
Creator, the son of the Creator, and The
Holy Ghost. Although Christianity teaches
that each one is a god, nevertheless, ac-
cording to their religious writings, they
believe that they are all really part of one
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G)d. The poskim consider this a pinw - a
joint partnership, so to speak, of a few
gods, which as mentioned previously is
considered avoda zarah according to
many poskim, even for a non-Jew.!3

B. Islam

[slam is also considered a monothe-
istic religion. In fact, it is more of a mono-
theistic religion than Christianity, since
there is belief in one god without any sort
of partnership. They do not believe Mo-
hammed to be a god but only a prophet.
Although it is forbidden for any Yid to
believe in a false prophet and to deviate
even slightly from the teachings of the
Torah and the prophecies of Moshe Rab-
bainu, no such requirement applies to
non-Jews. The consensus of most poskim
is that Islam is not considered avodah
zarah for a non-Jew. 14

Deriving Benefit From
Idol Worship

In addition to the Torah prohibition
of worshiping idols, Yiddin are also forbid-
den to derive any benefit from the idols
that are worshiped, as well as certain
items of importance that were used as part
of the service or to enhance the appear-
ance of the idol.’® Not every item used as
part of a service or placed near an idol
can become forbidden. Only those items
that have a certain degree of importance
or have undergone a very distinctive proc-
ess and meet certain precise guidelines
can be forbidden.

These items can be divided into four
categories.

1. mmxyy nar nmay - The Actual Idol

The actual idol or parts of it that
have become separated from it on their
own are forbidden to be benefited from.!°
Not every item, however, can become
forbidden if worshiped. If one worships a
natural object that was not made or af-
fected by the hand of man such as a
mountain, hill, river, any of the heavenly
bodies, any living animal, or even a tree
that had been planted without idolatrous
intent and was only subsequently wor-
shiped, they would not become forbid-
den.V’

2. mramay " - Ornamental
Enhancers for the Idol
Items that are placed on or near an
idol which serve to either beautify its ap-
pearance or its surroundings are forbid-
den to be benefited from. Items included

in this category are fancy clothing that
dressed an idol, jewelry placed on an idol,
or candles lit in front of an idol.'®

3. mramay wwn - Accessories

Used in the Service of the Idol

Accessories such as goblets, bowls,
fire pans, etc. that are used as vessels in
the service of an idol are forbidden to be
benefited from. Utensils that are not used
as part of the actual service for idols do
not become forbidden. For example, a
broom used to clean the area in front of
an idol does not become forbidden.*

4. narmay manpn - Sacrificial

Offering to the Idol

Deriving benefit from sacrificial offer-
ings brought before an idol are dealt with
more stringently in halacha than even the
actual idol itself.2° This will be discussed in
further detail below.?' Additionally, in
order for something to become forbidden
as M amay manpn, it has to undergo a
very unique process whose guidelines are
very precise but a bit complicated. Simply
offering a type of food or item to an idol
does not necessarily cause it to become
forbidden, even if one intends to give it to
the idol as a present and places it before
the idol.?

Although some of these guidelines
are quite intricate and may initially seem
irrelevant, we will demonstrate below how
even the slightest detail can alter the hala-
cha and how it affects us on a practical
level.

Similarity to the
Beis Hamikdash

The basic rule is that for the item to
become forbidden as mar mmay nampn,
the sacrificial offering must parallel the
offerings that were brought in the Beis
Hamikdash in some distinctive way. The
offering might consist of the same type of
item that was offered on the mizbe’ach in
the Beis Hamikdash (e.g. oil, wine, flour,
meat, etc.), or an item that has undergone
one of the avodas that were performed in
the Beis Hamikdash for offerings sacrificed
to Hashem (e.g. nmvnw - slaughtering,
np™r - sprinkling, mvpn - burning, 107 -
pouring). %

Items Offered in
the Beis Hamildash

A type of item that was offered in the
Beis Hamikdash which was placed in front
of an idol as a sacrificial offering causes it

to be considered mmr Ay nampn from
which deriving benefit is forbidden.?*

Items not Offered in
the Beis Hamikdash

An item that was not offered in the
Beis Hamikdash can only become forbid-
den when offered to an idol if three crite-
ria are met.

1. The item becomes forbidden only if
one of the normal services from the
Beis Hamikdash was performed to it.
For example, the Shulchan Aruch
states that if a living creature (i.e.
even a creature that was not offered
in the Beis Hamikdash such as a
grasshopper) is slaughtered as a sacri-
fice to an idol, it becomes forbidden.
Similarly, if one sprinkles any liquid
in front of an idol as a means of wor-
ship, it becomes forbidden. Merely
throwing an item (e.g. a stick) in front
of the idol wouldn’t be enough of a
replication of the service in the Beis
Hamikdash to forbid it, since the act
of throwing the blood in the Beis
Hamikdash caused it to scatter.?®

Chazal state that even if the exact
avodah from the Beis Hamikdash is
not performed to the idol, but some-
thing suggestive and very similar to
the avodah was performed, it can still
transform the item into mMay mampn
mmr. For example, if one snaps a stick
while worshiping an avodah zarah,
the stick is considered mmay mampn
mr. The act of breaking is considered
similar to the avodah of shechitah in
the Beis Hamikdash for it mimics the
breaking and separation of an ani-
mal’s neck during shechitah.?®

In an instance where the act is only
reminiscent of an avodah in the Beis
Hamikdash but is not the same exact
act, the only way for the item to be-
come forbidden is if the following two
criteria are met.

i. The same type of item is nor-
mally used in the worship of the
idol (i.e. even if the idol is wor-
shiped with that item in a differ-
ent manner). For example, if an
idol is not normally worshiped by
breaking a stick, the stick would
only become forbidden if the idol
is normally worshiped by using a
stick in some other manner (e.g.
shaking a stick in front of it). If
the worship of an idol does not
involve the use of a stick alto-
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gether, then even if the worship
is performed by breaking a stick,
it would not cause the stick to
become forbidden.?” This is
unlike slaughtering a creature for
the idol, where even if that living | o
creature is not normally used in
the worship, it still becomes for-
bidden.%

ii. According to almost all poskim,
the act must be done in the pres-
ence of the idol. Consequently,
in our case, the stick must be
broken in front of the idol.?’ This,

ture is forbidden as long as the
act was performed with the inten-
tion of it being an offering to the
idol, even if it was not slaugh-
tered in front of the idol.*

ing itself is a form of worship. If, how-
ever, the act of reaping is merely a
preparatory act that enables the fruit
to be separated so that it can be used
later in the act of worship to the idol,
it would not become forbidden. As an
aside, it is interesting to note that this
Gemara is not mentioned in Shul-
chan Aruch. See the following foot-
note for a possible explanation of
this. 3

The one performing the act must in-
tend to be worshiping the idol with
that act in order for the item to be-

In addition to being similar to an avo-
dah in the Beis Hamikdash, the act
which is performed to the item used
as a sacrificial offering to the avodah
zarah must be in and of itself an act
of worship for the avodah zarah. For
example, the Gemara states that if | 3.
one reaps fruit as an offering to an
idol, the fruit become forbidden. The

too, is unlike slaughtering a crea-
ture for an idol, where the crea-

Rishonim point out that the Gemara
is referring to a case where the reap-

come forbidden.%?
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The Halachos of Avodah Zarah—
Contemporary Applications

Special Section: The Shaitel Controversy

e May one enter the courtyard, park-
ing lot, or any other part of the
building of a church if they will not
be entering the actual sanctuary
containing an avodah zarah?

May one enter the basement of a
church to vote in an election?

May one visit the Vatican or other
museums containing religious arti-

facts?

May one sell jewelry that contains a
religious symbol (e.g. a cross) on it?
Is looking at a clock placed on the
tower of a church considered deriv-
ing benefit from avodah zarah?
May the building of a church be
converted into a shul?
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What truly takes place at the Tirupati temple in southeast-

ern India?

What role does the act of tonsuring (shaving the heads of
the pilgrims) have in the service at the Tirupati temple?

How does this affect practical halacha?

Does most of the hair exported from India come from the

temple?

Is temple hair used in the manufacturing of our shaitels?
What is the difference between remy and non-remy hair?

Are there any halachic concerns with a synthetic hair
shaitel that has strands of human Indian hair mixed into it?

What information surfaced that led to the recent hullabaloo
regarding the kashrus of contemporary shaitels? Was the
tumult based upon a change in an actual religious practice
or was it based upon a new understanding of how the

practice is performed?

Have there been any recent groundbreaking develop-
ments that may simplify this matter?
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