Chilul Hashem, Human Dignity, and Kohanim on Airplanes
Night Seder Chabura
R’ Shmuel Lesher

1) NY Daily News - PIC: Orthodox Jew covers himself in plastic bag during flight, but why?

An Orthodox Jew covered himself in a plastic bag during a flight so he could remain pure when
the aircraft flew over cemeteries, it's claimed.

A startling image of the man, posted by Redditor "FinalSay" on Thursday, sparked debate as to
why he'd donned the see-through traveling garb.

Initially, it was thought he was distancing himself from women as Ultra-Orthodox Jews often
adhere to strict rules of gender segregation in public.!

2) YNetNews - Religious newspaper Kikar Hashabat reported that Orthodox paper Yated
Ne'eman claimed that the man is resident of Bnei Brak, who was visiting England to raise funds
for his community. When he and his group were returning to Israel they found out that they had
missed their flight and were forced to take an alternative one. However, because US President
Barak Obama was just concluding his visit to Israel, Israeli skies were closed to commercial
traffic, and their flight was redirected to Cyprus, where the men spent Shabbat.

Upon returning to Israel they learnt that the route the plane was intended to take passes over a
cemetery. Hence, at the rabbi's advice they wrapped the man in a big plastic bag.

But now it is believed he dressed himselfin plastic because he is a Kohein — a
descendant of the priests of ancient Israel — who are banned from flying over
cemeteries.’”

! https://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L.-4367481,00.html
2 http://www.nydailynews.com/news/national/orthodox-jew-dons-plastic-bag-flight-article-1.1314734


http://re.reddit.com/r/atheism/comments/1c4jie/an_orthodox_jew_in_an_airplane_with_women_so_he/
http://www.ynetnews.com/home/0,7340,L-10814,00.html

Part 1 - Chillul Hashem in the Presence of Gentiles
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The Gemara asks: And should one not transgress the prohibition of idol worship to save his life?
But isn’t it taught in a baraita: Rabbi Yishmael said: From where is it derived that if a person is
told: Worship idols and you will not be killed, from where is it derived that he should worship
the idol and not be killed? The verse states: “You shall keep My statutes and My judgments,
which a person shall do, and he shall live by them” (Leviticus 18:5), thereby teaching that the
mitzvot were given to provide life, but they were not given so that one will die due to their
observance. The baraita continues: One might have thought that it is permitted to worship the
idol in this circumstance even in public, i.e., in the presence of many people. Therefore, the verse

states: “Neither shall you profane My holy name; but I will be hallowed among the children of
Israel: I am the Lord Who sanctifies vou” (Leviticus 22:32).
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The Gemara questions this derivation: But say that this applies only where the item has not yet
come into the Jew’s hand, as he is not obligated to pursue it in an effort to find the lost item and
return it. But in a case where the item had already come into his hand, say that he must return it
to the gentile. The Gemara answers that Ravina said: It is understood from the verse itself, as it
states: “And so shall you do with every lost thing of your brother’s, which he has lost, and you
have found” (Deuteronomy 22:3), which indicates that the verse refers even to an item that has
already come into one’s hand. It is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Pinehas ben Ya'ir says: In a
case where there is a concern that retention of an article lost by a gentile will result in the

desecration of God’s name, it is prohibited even to retain a gentile’s lost item.
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Part 2 - May Halacha Be Violated to Avoid Embarrassment?
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One should strengthen himself like a lion to get up in the morning to serve his Creator, so that it
is he who awakens the dawn.

Rem"a: At least, one should not delay beyond the time when the congregation prays (Tur).
Rem"a: "I have set the Lord before me constantly" (Psalms 16:8); this is a major principle in the
Torah and amongst the virtues of the righteous who walk before God. For a person's way of
sitting, his movements and his dealings while he is alone in his house are not like his way of
sitting, his movements and his dealings when he is before a great king; nor are his speech and
free expression as much as he wants when he is with his household members and his relatives
like his speech when in a royal audience. All the more so when one takes to heart that the Great
King, the Holy One, Blessed Is He, Whose glory fills the earth, is standing over him and
watching his actions, as it is stated: ""Will a man hide in concealment and I will not see him?' -
the word of God" (Jeremiah 23:24), he immediately acquires fear and submission in dread of
God, May He Be Blessed, and is ashamed of Him constantly (Guide for the Perplexed III 52).
And one should not be ashamed because of people who mock him in his service of God, and
should also go modestly. And when he lies on his bed he should know before Whom he lies, and
as soon as he wakes up from sleep he should rise eagerly to the service of his Creator, May He Be
Blessed and Exalted (Tur).
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And now let us return to our subject. Our having written (in section 2) that even hearing lashon
hara is an issur of the Torah — that is, to go and hear. But if one was sitting in the company of
people who had gathered for a certain purpose, and they began to speak forbidden things, and
he feels that his words of reproof would be of no avail to them, [what he should do] depends
upon the following: If it is possible for him to leave them or to place his fingers in his ears, it is a
great mitzvah for him to do so, as Chazal have said in Kethuvoth (5a). But if it is impossible for
him to leave, and he feels that this device of putting his fingers in his ears is also very difficult for
him (for they would mock him and he certainly could not do this), in any event, let him see to it
to gird himself at this time of trial, and "battle the war of the Lrd with his evil inclination," not to
stumble, in any event, into the issur of the Torah of hearing and accepting lashon hara. This
entails three requirements of which he must take great heed, so that he rescue himself from the
issur of the Torah which inheres in this sin:

a) He must resolve within himself with a firm resolve, not to believe the demeaning things they
say about their friends.

b) He should not be "comfortable" in hearing these forbidden things.

c) He must discipline himself not to reveal to the speakers any movement from which it would
appear that he agrees with what they are saying.
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Behold, a man is obligated to guard all of the mitzvot in all of their fine details, doing so before
any person, whoever it may be, and not be afraid or ashamed before him. Likewise, it is written:
"I will also speak of Your testimonies before kings, and will not be ashamed" (Tehilim 119:46).
And we also learned "be brazen as a leopard..." (Avot 5:2).

But, here too one needs to discern and make distinctions, for all this was said regarding the
mitzvot themselves which we are completely obligated in. In those one should "set his face like
flint" (Isaiah 50:7).

But there are some additional matters of Piety, which if a person were to do before the common
people, they will laugh at him and ridicule him, thereby sinning and incurring punishment
through him, and this is something he could have abstained from doing since these things are
not complete obligations. Thus, for such things, it is certainly more proper for the Chasid to
abstain from it than to do it. This is what scripture says: "and walk discreetly with your G-d"
(Michah 6:8). Many great Chasidim abstained from their pious practices when in the presence of
the common masses because it appears like arrogance.

The general principle: whatever is essential in the mitzva, should be done before all mockers.
But whatever is not essential and causes laughter and ridicule, one should not do.

Thus we learn, that one who aspires to true Piety must weigh all of his deeds according to their
consequences and circumstances, namely, their times, company, subject, and place. If
abstaining leads to more sanctification of the Name of Heaven and gratification to G-d than
doing it, he should abstain and not do it.

Or, if a deed appears good but its consequences or circumstances are bad, or if a deed appears
bad but its consequences are good - everything should be decided by the final outcome and

consequences, the true fruit of the deed.
Part 3 - Kohanim on Airplanes
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