Matan — Judaism and Hinduism

Alan Brill - “The most important thing | 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
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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 Nahman 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 Nahman: 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 Nahman 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.
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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 | 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 | 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, | 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 religién or languages,
and | 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 authaorities 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 (1) - 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.

**k%

On the fifth and sixth of February this year, | 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. | was asked to participate, perhaps because |
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

I conclude this section by sharing the testimony of an Israeli writer speaking
of the impressions of her first visit to India. Rivka Miriam is observant and
active in Torah study and various literary and religious forums. Her knowledge
of Torah allows her to relate to her experience in India in terms taken from
classical Jewish texts. Her testimony confirms the suggestion I have just made

and points to what might be the source of India and Hinduism’s appeal for
Israelis and Jews:

And now to divinity. Meeting its expressions in India brought about a transformation
in me. We Jews employ the common expression ‘there is no place that is devoid of
Him’. In India I discovered a world where indeed so it is. I discovered a world in
whichthere is no one who does not believe. I discovered a world where one sees
divinity in every tree and in every stone. But also in every deed and in every matter.
The entire world is full of his glory.

Seeing divinity in India brought about a transformation in me. Indeed, there I saw
a place full of faith. Another, different, way to believe, a path that may have been
uprooted from us when, as the Talmud tells, the evil inclination for idol worship was
uprooted. And perhaps together with that uprooting a part of faith as such was also
uprooted.!3

Judiism.m In some sense such a model and the turn to Indian s_piritua]i en-
be taken as a sign of crisis. Of course, crisis contains opportunity
- and holds within it the promise of growth. While this type of spiritual

eneountermay-be-driven by the desire for growth, this desire is nevertheless

—

- what can be
considered the greatest aspect of Jewish spiritual crisis: that most of Judaism
i ' i elationship with him.

le would see Judaism’s present crisis differently. While some see
itin terms of identity and others in terms of continuity, still others conceive of
itin terms of either learning or practice, In the present context, I would like to
at Judaism’s deepest crisis conce ism is a religion that
centres around God, but that to a large extent has lost touch with the living
God.!! God has not lost touch with Judaism, nor have the people of Israel lost
their faith i . But i igni t extent, the awareness
of God at its centre and the ability to s entire life of the religious
community, let alone the people of Israel, around access to divine presence and
its grounding in the community’s life. This loss has deep historical roots, and
may itself be an expression of the destruction of the Temple, the loss of
prophecy, and a long history of exile. This loss is, to my mhmd,_in&?ed__‘ﬁ_ﬁhat
kabbalists speak of when they refer to the exile of the Shekhinah. B
Jews are both a faithful people and a people of faith. But their religious life
is presently constructed so that other religious values occupy places of primary
importance, often eclipsing God’s centrality within the religious system. One
commonly attributes to Zoharic literature the maxim that the Torah, Israel,
and God are one.!2 In one way this could express the unity of all values within




HIsSPT his hiflin the difficulty in finding or accessing him—

wwwwmm&wﬁﬁof the Jewish spir-
risis. And it is only when we are able to confront the fact that we are in

%&Em may consider wlhat the turn to Indian spirituality seeks to heal. It
ot Eglg_d_mg_l.lmlrsﬁﬂd&ﬁplﬁmﬂﬁt}? in India that addresses a deep hungerin
el ' irectness of approach to God that

Wﬂhﬂﬂiﬂn. This direct approach to God may be the hallmark
;findia’s spiritual life and why itis so attractive to Jews.

i religious life, few of us think of com-
munion or relationship with God, let alone consider it the only thing worth
m seek happiness, family life, the well-being of our group, a life of
values, learning, and overall flourishing. God plays a meaningful part in this

ideals, but for very few is God actually the central focus of their
quest. Here India provides so many opportunities for an alternative testimony
that it has come to represent for many that very alternative. Indeed, the goal
of the spiritual life as stated by so many spiritual teachers of the Hindu tradi-
tion says it all: ‘God realization’, Perhaps not all know what God realization
means. Perhaps very few attain it. But it is a central governing ideal that
informs the lives of thousands, if not millions, of spiritual seekers. Hinduism,

as encountered through various teachers an God

atthe centr each knowl and awareness of God.
" One of the most common practices of Hindus of different traditions is japa,
the W&Wﬂ%ﬁiﬂl}y
God v nuch ar the centre of one’s awareness. Even more significantly,
::che;lagiﬁ::mcmre of Hinduism makes God more readily available than
do the Abrahamic faiths. F ' apy is the recogni-
tion that God is omnipresent and all-pervading. This view allows. one to rec-
ognize God in all and to find him everywhere. Most forn?.s F'f udai of .

God in transcendent terms, even if they employ & religious langusge loy a religious language that

speaks i at portray
' isti anentheistic terms do not turn that insight into the

: m‘*mm' m‘ " amﬁ::g to divinity, readily available for worship and contact.
s Line of God in terms of his omnipresence, 45 nll-pemdmg in n]l forms of
?h:nh-neﬁ; religious thought and practice in such a way that highlights God’s
, ﬂrilbili'-'?- In terms of spirituality, this more than any other may be the one
Jefines Hindu spirituality compared with Jewish spirituality, I
elementth’i | S God and lirasion e sehat draws lewi

mmmeand th he centrs o ’
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" The challenge of distinguishing between the visible form of worship and the
theological superstructure can only be articulated on the basis of a more thor-
ough knowledge of a religion. One must be aware of the deep Jewish antag-
onism to avodak zarah and of how easily this resorts to the power of the visual
as a first step in applying a more critical methodology to the Jewish study of
Hinduism. The exclusive appeal to worship while ignoring philosophical
understandings of the religion is the root problem. It points to a weakness in

“theclassical Jewish approach and reminds us of how difficult it is to achieve a
balanced understanding of Hindu religious life. Even if we concede there is
value in sending a rabbinic emissary, who should he have spoken to? The priests
who receive gifts for the deity?25 The heads of various spiritual schools and
dynasties who honour the site and frequent it on regular pilgrimages? If the
latter, the meaning of Hinduism might be found cutside the temple, amonga

narrow section of its users. One further relevant possibility is that the temple at

Tirupati was dedicated, actually rededicated, by one of India’s greatest philoso-

phers, Ramanuja in the eleventh century, who is said to have consecrated the

temple and established its ritual practices. In a situation in which the meaning
of an action is unclear, it would make sense to turn to the institution’s founder
and learn his intentions. Ramanuja was a proponent of a school of Vedanta
called modified non-dualism. At stake in the differences between the different

Who Speaks for Hinduism

for the religion?” Who holds the key to the proper interpretation of Hinduism,
and whose voice shonld we take into account as we seek to understaiid
Hinduism in relation to the Jewish concern with avedab zarah? This is a fun-
damental question of any Jewish theology of other religions, one completely
ignored by the leap from the use of images in worship to the declaration of
another religion as avodab zarab. If we reflect upon the relationship between
ritual and philosophy, then we might consider the philosophers, the teachers
of religion, as those who hold the key to the meaning and correct interpreta-

- tion of the religion. The other extreme would be to consider the ‘man in the

temple’; Hie common person who worships or on whose behalfworship is per-

Tformed, as the authoritative voice inasmuch as he or she holds the key to the
intention and hence to the theological understanding that drives a particular
action. A median position might be the local authority, perhaps the local
temple priest, who would offer the appropriate explanation of the ritual per-
formed and the correct understanding of the deity worshipped. Finally,
perhaps the meaning of the religion is best found in the writings of great
figures of the past, regardless of contemporary understanding?

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

(What about Indic religions and various kinds of Buddhism? Again, I do not believe
that a definitive solution is possible, but a partial solution may be considered. It is
important to introduce a distinction igi ractice. In the
ancient religions grouped under the name of Hinduism, there are many gods and
local shrines, but the theological principles that guide belief and provide a uniformity
of moral standards assume that all the deities revered in India or elsewhere are forms
of, expressions of, or names for, one ultimate reality or God. Saivites propose Siva as
the best name (among many names) for this ultimacy; Vaisnavites prefer Visnu or
Krishna; atman is an Upanisadic word for the same principle—and brabman is

perhaps the most common way among non-Muslim, non-Christian Indians of
naming ultimacy .. 37

By the standards of Jewish i ews. Hindui ism) do
not count as monothejsti iri i i Noahide

not count as monotheistic traditions. However, the essential paint of the Noahi

laws is that the standards of Jewish law do not apply to non-Jews. Radically pure
monotheism is expected by Judaism only from Jews. The Noahide laws do not pre-
clude gentile religions from developing softer, mote complex, and compromised
forms of monotheism. Under the Noahide laws, it is possible to assume that
Hinduism and Buddhism are sufficiently monotheistic in principle for moral Hindus

and Buddhists to enter the gentile’s gate into heaven. Jewish law regards the com-
promises made or tolerated by the world’s major religions as ways of rendering essen-
tially monotheistic theologies easier in practice for large populations of adherents.
The fierceness of Islamic opposition to such compromises has no counterpart in
Judaism. In Islam, it is seriously blasphemous for anyone of whatever ()
Combine belief in the one God with popular ideas about other heavenly powers or
with subtle theological doctrines such as the Trinity, Islam cannot tolerate such oo
Promises because the truth that they violate is applicable universally and not simply
o Muslimsf The o;oblem :15 t.l}at Islam_is‘ radically monotheistic (like Judaism), yet

W universalistic as well 38
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compromised forms of monotheism’. It is interesting that the kabbﬂ]isti:t;;;
: ; . - ) 't the kal i

ribed in the Same wes
To the outsider there appear to be structural similarities between kabh\;?srgs
A Trinitarian, and Hindu understandings of God. It is thus no accident tha 5 ka}j '

balistically minded rabbi entertains notions of softer aﬁa_fr{dEe'ciJka;

monotheism. Hinduism is compromised monotheism, and as suchis valig-
Something further is gained by this move. Religions with compromised
monotheism are only valid for non-Jews. Such was the view of the early
modern rabbis who upheld Christianity’s value on the grounds of permissible
shituf. In the contemporary context this provides a protective mechanism
against Jewish attraction to Eastern religions, The argument echoes the teach-
ings of Glazerson, but along more halakhic lines. What is permissible for non-

Jews is considered idolatrous for Jews. Respect and protection of identity are
achieved in one move.

wwmmwm
the process distorted a fact or two. Written from the perspective of Vedanta,
the textbook allowed him to deal with the entire scope of Hinduism within a
few lines. Perhaps it is advantageous to take a single perspective and developa
hallakhic position from it, but one wonders whether more detailed study of the
religion might make it harder to make broad pronouncements. Perhaps the
context dictates the method. Steinsaltz wrote for a panel on religious tolerance,
where he represented Judaism. Such situations seem to have their own dynam-
ics, leading to results, even if positive in and of themselves, that are notalways
commensurate with the message that emerges from other contexts and genres-
They bring out the best in a given presentation, but they are written in Eng! i
and spoken academically. Would Steinsaltz also say these very things it
he L i 340 Nevaﬁ—e]gss
af Cﬂ:l'“le taken us a long way into thinking about Hinduism and avode?
z?r ot ",ffefed us a2 way of thinking that is systematic and grounded in the-
?r;’ri‘zl P{';t;;Ples- Above all, it is an alternative to the impressions arising
over an; :lms?mu%f:l.{mduism and reminds us of the priority of theolo8Y
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