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Matan – Judaism and Hinduism 
Alan Brill - “The most important thing I learned is not to trust any of the generalizations, stereotypes, or almost 
anything written in American popular literature,” Brill said. “Even the most basic things that come on a Google 
search are incorrect.” 
 

The Sheitel Controversy 

  שולחן ערוך יורה דעה הלכות עבודת כוכבים סימן קלט
 סעיף ב

 .אין לה ביטול, ותקרובתה. יש להם ביטול, אבל של עובד כוכבים ותשמישיה ונוייה, עבודת כוכבים של ישראל אין לה בטול 

  ק ד"ז יורה דעה סימן קלט ס"ט
) מאליל(לי הטעם דתקרובת גרע ' דכתיב זבחי מתים מה מת אין לו ביטול לעולם אף עבודת כוכבים כן ונרא -. ותקרובתה אין לה ביטול) ד(
עצמו ונויו תלוין בשלימותו דכל זמן שהוא שלם הוא פלח ליה וכן מחזיק אותה לנוי אבל אם נפסל בטל ממנו מחשבה זו מה שאין ] דאליל[

 :ו דבר מועט שאינו חשוב מקריב לפניו נמצא דלא פקע איסור אם נפסלכן בתקרובת דאפיל

 עבודה זרה נא, תלמוד בבלי

מצא בראשו מעות כסות או כלים הרי אלו מותרין פרכילי ענבים ועטרות של שבלים ויינות ושמנים וסלתות וכל דבר שכיוצא בו  מתני׳
  :ג המזבח אסור"קרב ע

עבודת כוכבים שעובדין אותה במקל שבר מקל בפניה חייב ונאסרת זרק מקל לפניה חייב ואינה נ אמר רבה בר אבוה אמר רב "אמר ר
 ל בעינן זריקה משתברת וליכא "נ מאי שנא שבר דהויא ליה כעין זביחה זרק נמי הויא ליה כעין זריקה א"ל רבא לר"אנאסרת 

MISHNA: If one found money, a garment, or vessels at the head of Mercury, these are permitted. If one found vine branches 
laden with clusters of grapes, or wreaths made of stalks, or containers of wine, oil, or flour, or any other item the likes of which 
is sacrificed on the altar there, it is prohibited. 

§ Rav Naḥman says that Rabba bar Avuh says that Rav says: In the case of an object of idol worship that is worshipped by 
means of a stick, if one broke a stick before it, he is liable and the stick is rendered prohibited. If he threw a stick before it, he is 
liable, as its typical manner of worship involves a stick, but the stick is not rendered prohibited.  

Rava said to Rav Naḥman: What is different about the case where one broke a stick? In this case the stick is rendered forbidden 
as it is similar to slaughtering an offering, which is a rite performed in the Temple; so too, in the case where one threw a stick, 
it is similar to the sprinkling of the blood on the altar. Rav Naḥman said to Rava: In order for a sacrificial rite to be similar to 
the sprinkling of blood, we require a form of throwing that scatters the offering, and that is not the case here. 

 

  שולחן ערוך יורה דעה הלכות עבודת כוכבים סימן קלט
 סעיף ג

, קרב על גבי מזבחכל שכיוצא בו , ותקרובת. נוי כגון שמדליק לפניה נרות או שטח לפניה בגדים וכלים נאים לנוי, איזהו נוי ואיזהו תקרובת
, אבל דבר שאין מקריבין ממנו בפנים. נאסר מיד, אם הניחו לפניה לשם תקרובת, מים ומלח, שמנים וסלתות, כגון בשר, כמו כל מיני מאכל
. ניןאף על פי שאין דרך לעבדה בזה הע, והוא דרך לעבדה באותו דבר, כ עשה ממנו כעין זביחה או כעין זריקה המשתברת"אינו נאסר אלא א

אבל אם אין . מפני ששבירת המקל דומה לזביחה, נאסר, עבודת כוכבים שעובדים אותה שמקשקשים לפניה במקל ושיבר מקל לפניה, כיצד
וכן בכל . והוא דרך עבודתה חייב ולא נאסר, ואם עבדה בקשקוש מקלו. אינו חייב ולא נאסר, ושיבר מקל לפניה, עובדים אותה במקל כלל

, אבל אם לא עבדה במקל כדרך עבודתה. חייב ולא נאסר, ואינו כעין פנים, בין אם הוא דרך כבוד או דרך בזיון, עבודתהדבר שעבדה כדרך 
 .אינו חייב ולא נאסר, אלא זרקו לפניה

  ך על שולחן ערוך יורה דעה הלכות עבודת כוכבים סימן קלט סעיף ג"ש
כ הני נרות נמי אם הכניסום במקום "עבודתה הכל אסור אפילו אינו קרב על המזבח אם אם נמצא במקום "י דלהרמב"וכב -' ג ותקרובת כו

 כ ודבריו נכונים וכל בעל נפש יש לו להחמיר"עבודתם תקרובות נינהו ולית להו ביטול ע

Aish.com 
Interestingly, after the death of Abraham's wife Sarah, the Torah says that Abraham took a wife named 
Keturah. They had children together, and the Torah says: "Abraham gave all that he had to Isaac. But to the 
concubine children, Abraham gave gifts. Then he sent them away... to the land of the East." (Genesis 25:1-5) 
The words, "Abraham gave all that he had to Isaac," indicate the Isaac alone was the spiritual inheritor of 
Abraham's legacy – which was the ability to continue the Jewish faith. The other children, however, did not go 
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to the East empty-handed. According to the Zohar, the "gifts" refers to many of the mystical traditions of 
Abraham. Hence, the ancient eastern religions have their roots with Abraham. 
 
How Not to Make Halakhic Rulings * 
Daniel Sperber 
In a series of articles and publications I discussed the question of how halakhic decisors (poskim) should act in 
our day and age, arguing that they should seek to bring people closer to a love of Judaism and halakha, to be 
inclusive rather than exclusive, and to practice what I called "friendly decision making" (pesikah yedidutit)…. 
Thus, one must always take into account the implications of one's ruling, how much pain and anguish it may 
cause, weigh the relevant aspects involved in the issue, and seek out a way to find a suitable solution which 
will bring spiritual satisfaction to the questioners. Of course, we will not always be able to satisfy our "clients" 
with a "happy reply." But at least we should always try our hardest to do so. 
 
2. The Sheitel Memorandum 
Some few years ago a new issue erupted primarily in the hareidi community: Women were wearing sheitels 
(wigs) made from human hair coming from India. Some, perhaps even much, of this hair came from a place 
called Tirupati, in South India, where there is a Hindu temple. Pilgrims coming to this temple, before entering it, 
shave their hair and place it outside the temple entrante. . Millions of Hindus come annually to Tirupati - 
perhaps as many as twenty thousand a day! -, and vast amounts of hair pile up. The temple authorities, 
apparently realizing that this hair could constitute an additional source of income, began, many years ago, to 
sell it to wig-making companies. 
 
When this suddently became known to a number of Rabbis in England, Israel and the U.S.A. - it had already 
been known to others and halakhically discussed many years earlier - they declared it "tikrovet avodah zarah", 
idolatrous offering, something directly related to idolatrous practice, and hence "assur be-hana'ah", such that it 
was absolutely forbidden to derive any benefit therefrom. The resultant publicity of this ruling led to mass 
burnings of those very expensive sheitels by the thousands. 
Those devout women, who upon hearing that their sheitels were "idolatrous" immediately burned them, are to 
be lauded and applauded for their great piety. However, I imagine they were plagued with pangs of anguish, 
not only because they had to destroy what for them was a very costly and personal part of their apparel, but 
even more in that for many years they had been covering their heads with "idolatrous wigs", trespassing - 
albeit unwittingly - one of the most serious prohibitions in Jewish law. 
 
Numerous erudite responsa were written discussing all sorts of halakhic aspects of this subject, the vast 
majority of them concluding that the sheitels were to be destroyed. Some more lenient ones counseled that 
they be exchanged - not necessarily such a practical suggestion. Only the barest minimum ruled that it was 
permitted to go on wearing them. 
 
Virtually none of those learned sages had any real knowledge of India, Indian religión or languages, 
and I suspect that the majority had never even been in India, and certainly not in Tirupati. It is true that 
a small mission was sent for a few days to examine the temple, but none of the members had the 
competence, the linguistic abilities etc., as they themselves admitted, to make a real evaluation of the 
pilgrims' hair-shaving activities. More surprisingly, or maybe not so surprisingly, none of the experts in 
the field of Indian studies were consulted, neither, for example, Prof. David Schulman of the Hebrew 
University, an internationally acclaimed Indologist, nor Rabbi Alan Unterman of Manchester University, 
who did his doctorate in India on Indian religion, nor Prof. P.V. Wiswanath, a devout Jew of South 
Indian origin, now living in New Jersey, nor even the local Indian rabbis and authorities living in 
Mumbai and Delhi. 
 
One of the few rabbinic authorities to examine the issue systematically from all points of view, was the 
renowned posek R. Menashe Klein (ha-Katan), whose numerous volumes of responsa are very widely 
acclaimed and largely accepted also by the hareidi communities. Incidentally, he surmises that around a million 
women wear such sheitels, whose cost is upward of a thousand dollars each so that the total destruction of the 
wigs may amount to as much as a billion dollars (!) - hefsed merubeh, enormous monetary loss, an important 
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consideration to be taken into account by halakhist. And even if his assessment be seen as somewhat 
exaggerated, the halakhic point he made is certainly pertinent. His conclusion was that the sheitels were not 
prohibited, but he counselled against wearing them for other reasons. 
Now without even making an unequivocable statement as to whether the Tirupati hair constitutes "tikrovet 
avodah zara" or not, my point is that the halakhic procedure whereby the rulings were concluded, was highly 
flawed and therefore totally unsatisfactory. The decisior (posek) bears a great burden of responsibility before 
making a ruling that may incur the loss of thousands of dollars to thousands of individual women, and perhaps 
cause them deep anguish on learning that they had been trespassing so serious a prohibition.  
*** 
On the fifth and sixth of February this year, I participated in the first "Hindu-Jewish Leadership Summit" at 
Delhi, India. This summit was attended by a delegation of the Chief Rabbinate of Israel and some prominent 
European rabbis, and religious leaders of the Hindu Dharma. I was asked to participate, perhaps because I 
had served briefly as a rabbi in India many years ago, and was therefore thought to have some understanding 
of Indian culture and religion. 
Many leading Achariahs and Swamis from all over India were present, and a very lively and probing dialogue 
took place. In our discussions we asked them whether Hinduism is a polytheistic and idolatrous religion, and 
they all unanimously and most vigorously denied such an assertion, explaining the apparent outward 
manifestations of idolatry in a completely different fashion. 
At the end of the conference, a "Declaration of Mutual Understanding and Cooperation" was co-signed by all 
participants. Perhaps the most significant clause in the whole document in this context is the opening one: 
The participants affirmed that: 
1) Their respective traditions teach Faith in One Supreme Being 
who is the Ultimate Reality, who has created this world in its 
blessed divinity and who has communicated Divine ways of action 
for humanity for different peoples in different times and places. 
  
I wonder whether the learned rabbis who prohibited the use of Tiraputi-based sheitels would have ruled 
differently had they had this document before them. Perhaps not. Perhaps the way in which Indian religious 
authorities understand their own religion is irrelevant to them. They know better, even if it causes the loss of 
millions of dollars and many heartbreaks.... 
 

Rav Yitzchak Halevi Herzog, Chief Rabbi of Israel 
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Alon Goshen-Gottsein, Jewish Theology and World, Religions, Encountering Hinduism 
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Who Speaks for Hinduism 

 

 

Rav Adin Steinsaltz, Peace without Conciliation, The Irrelevance of Tolerance in Judaism 

  

 

 


