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The Interfaith Chapel
Rabbi Dr. Jason Weiner ~ Cedars-Sinai Medical Center

Is a Synagogue Defiled by Multi-Faith Use?

Talmud Bavli, Avodah Zarah 44b

Proclos the son of Philosophos inquired of Rabban Gamliel
is Acco while he was bathing in the bathhouse of Aphrodite,
saying to him: It is written in your Torah, “Nothing of the
banned property shall adhere to your hand.” Why, then, do
you bathe in the bathhouse of Aphrodite? Rabban Gamliel
said: We may not answer in a bathhouse. And when he left,
he explained: 1 did not come into her domain: she came into
my domain. We do not say the bathhouse became an
adornment for Aphrodite; rather, we say Aphrodite becomes
an adornment for the bathhouse.

Rashi, Avodah Zarah 44b

The bathhouse existed before the statue was placed there,
and it was constructed for the public’s use. Hence, the idol
cannot come and steal from the public by causing the

bathhouse to become forbidden.
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Philosophical Objection

“Community. Covenant and Commitment” by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, 8-10
“I strongly object to the use of an interfaith chapel. The Halakhah is unequivocally opposed to it and this

prohibition is even more strict than that concerning human images. I understand, of course, what this
statement implies in terms of public relations. However, I cannot help but be frank and outspoken about
it. The idea of a common house of prayer is absolutely irreconcilable with the Judaic philosophy of
worship. This attitude stems neither from intolerance or narrow-mindedness, nor from a feeling of
superiority or dogmatic charism, but from a deep philosophical insight into the essence of worship. We
identify ourselves with our Gentile neighbors in all matters of collective endeavor — social, political and
cultural activities. There should be no retreat on the part of the Jew from the full participation in all
phases of national life and we are committed to all American institutions. However, the worship of God is
not a social or collective gesture but is a genuinely individual, most personal. intimate and tender
relationship which cannot be shared with anyone else. That is why the use of a common chapel is
objectionable from the Jewish viewpoint that insists upon the uniqueness and individuality of the form of
service and the place in which we worship. Moreover, the Halakhah operates with the concept of the
holiness of the synagogue. The main characteristics of holiness are: uniqueness, separateness, a state of
being consecrated to, determined by, and directed upon a single goal — a specific mode of worship. The
holiness of the synagogue, like the sanctity of the home, finds expression in our respect for its privacy and
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exclusiveness. To be dedicated to a plurality of cultic modes is a pure paradox. This paradox becomes
more striking when we consider the discrepancy between the Jewish service and the Christian form of
worship. The Christian Orthodox church sees in the act of worship a sacramental mysterious performance,
which is fraught with otherworldliness and beatitude, and is rooted in the miracle of transubstantiation.
The whole organization of the service and the arrangement of its surroundings, like the passive role of the
audience, the soft music of the organ, the stained glass window and the Gothic style of the architecture,
serve one purpose, namely the intensification of a feeling of super-naturalness, strangeness and meta-
rationality. In contrast to this, the Jewish service is distinguished by its simplicity. It assetts itself in a
dialogue between God and man on the level of this-worldliness and concreteness. It is conducted in an
atmosphere of rationality, familiarity, and naturalness. Hence, I am unable to comprehend how it is
possible to dedicate a chapel to two mutually exclusive ways of worship and how one could reconcile the
Jewish service with alien architectural surroundings which symbolize the mysterium magnum of the
Eucharist rite.

The halakhic law, like any other sound religious norm, insists upon worship keeping up with the
original themes and motifs which reflect the living transcendental consciousness of the respective
religious community. Standardization and communization of man’s relationship to God. the most
subjective, intimate and primordial experience is as absurd as a similar attempt to standardize and
communize human love. passion and romance would probe to be. The shibboleth of the religious act is its
singularity.

I'am firmly convinced that it is our privilege and duty, as Jews and Americans, to oppose the
Christianization of the synagogue either in its architectural form or in the mode of worship, as it would be
the privilege and duty of a Good Christian to object to a Judaization of the church.

The psychological consequences of such a decisive step as the use of an interfaith chapel might
easily prove disastrous. The students of today are the future leaders of tomorrow, and after having
attended services for four consecutive years in an interfaith chapel, in an atmosphere that expresses more
the spirit of the church than that of a synagogue, they may later be inclined to introduce a church-
synagogue center in their communities. Taking into consideration the specific mentality of American
Jews with their almost neurotic fear of anti-Semitism, such an institution may have a strong appeal to
them. We must not do anything which could promote such a drift toward complete extinction of the
boundary line between church and synagogue. I wish to express my high regard and esteem for your
courageous stand on this matter which behooves a worthy son of my late, illustrious friend, Rabbi Joseph
Konvitz. I am certain that were he alive, he would give you a similar opinion.

Sincerely yours,

Joseph Soloveitchik

The need for distance from Idol worship:

Talmud Bavli, Avedah Zarah 17a-b N TNy 1 97 19T DNAY NOYN Yraa MIndn
R Chanina and R Yonatan were traveling on the road and they reached ~ ,NNTIN2 YIIXP 1117 1101 791 NN )
these two diverging paths. One fork opened onto the door of a temple NS TN D02V SN 1NN YON
of idol worship, and one path opened onto the door of a brothel. One of N9 TN, 022010 AITIAYT RNNON
the sages said to his colleague: Let us go on the path that opens onto TN D NN NN OIT RNNYAN
the door of the temple of idol worship, for its inclination has been NTIAYT NAMON D21 : 2Ny
slaughtered. The other one said to him: Let us go instead onto the path 951 : TPN 97X , 717718 DT D201
that opens onto the door of the brothel, and we shall subdue our evil 1IN 7900 NI YTT NNMAN
inclination for immortality and receive reward. When they reached the 1IN DNN VN D NN 92PN
brothel area they saw harlots retreating before them. The Sage who NI 9 ANDPD WIITPR [NY]
had suggested the other path said: From where was this known to you? OMND +2O9¢UN4+ IIN IND Y
From the verse “She [Torah] will watch over you form lewdness; 293N NNAN TOY NN

understanding will guard you.”
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Symbols of Other Religions in the Chapel:

Shulchan Aruch, OH 55:20 2 PPV N3 120 DN RNXR Y NIV
Once there are ten people in one place, then, if they say Kaddish or YT DMNINY N DIPNI 1YY 1N
Kedushah, even someone who is not together with them there may 919 DNNPYIPRY 2D 1PN, VYT
respond. However, there are authorities who say that there must not be 2090 N NOUTINY N NYD
anything unclean or idolatrous intercepting between him and the minyan. .D>3010 HTIAY N G0

2% P30 NIP 1D NDIIN N2 MAYN DN NVIR TIY INNY DY 170

VTN ND NXOT MIWT MInn NOYRD 1997 N2 132 5702 MY NYWa DN W7T NN - .12 YTNYW 12 DaN
P2INN 7173 PO NAT NP0 IX 0715 NI NON NN YT NN TIND P12 DY ¥onvn Sax ndyn Yoo
W7D DINYAY DNYAND INIY? 2 PO D112 DY NNMNN PRT IVYR YIX NNIYD GYPN P PRroan ONT
VY DN 913 972 MWD PN 'Y D9 NY¥no MZYY 5733 YYW 1Y9NN NN P20 DINNDD 12TT IND
T292) 57N DY NPT Y2 DN ¥ PIN MOTNI NHINN DWA TP YYD 272 5791 DINAD 13T NN NHYNY
WATN N2 273 DY RPRIP P2722 T X000 ONVTI NN TP DI oY DY DN NPPI RNPY

1 V2 ONPOM M2 NP N3N NIV DN NYYNRY PNV

Rema, Shulchan Aruch OH 94:9 D PO 1Y XD NYON MIA DN AR THIY NIV
When someone is proceeding on the road and is near a 912 DR, NZNS T NI TIT2 NIY DY 7D
non-Jewish inn, then, if he is able to withdraw from the YW IMPION NOV DIPN1A TITN N PINony
road to a spot where passing travelers will not disrupt his YT DY 1002 HHaN> NOY DY PORDY 0597
prayer, he should in fact withdraw there and not pray in a NN DN DAN ; 1920 32 D202 Now D101
non-Jewish inn where he will not be disturbed by the OMPYOY NOY DN TV Y2 PONoNY D
members of the household. However, if he is unable to Y0 TN NN SPR 1P PN oA oo
withdraw from the road to a spot where his prayer will not v

be disrupted, he should pray in the inn in some corner.

Mishnah Berurah 94 NYaN MATN DN NIIN TINY IV JY 19992 Navn
0V PYO T8 PO

(29) In a non-Jewish inn. For such an inn will definitely have idols and 12 ¥ INTIAV - MY DY Yona
other abominable articles in it and one should not introduce anything DYY MO PRI MM OINHN)
holy into it. We learn this from the fact that our teacher Moses, may he N NPV N AYTTPAY 12T
rest in peace, said that he would pray, “When I leave the city, etc.” and INT NJY 1) VYN NN ONNRND
did not wish to pray inside /the city of Egypt itself because it was full of  INYH DAY *9Y ©MIXNI YoannD
idols. D
(30) Where he will not be disturbed by the members of the MO DN - 512N 3 1MYabar NHY
household. This /phrase/ belongs at the end / of the gloss/ , after the VINY X9V 9771 7913 1P NN NN
word “corner.” 1MZa52% NOW IR 1P NINDD P
What is meant is that he should only be concerned to find a 5997V D9 VIR NY YaN

corner where they will not disturb him, but need not be concerned about DY MINDHD MMV 1IRYaN
the presence of idols, since we pray all our prayers in cities which are full ONYN OV NN DO BN
of idols. However, if there are idols hanging there on the eastern wall of NIN TN INING 59957 YN D919




the inn, he should not pray facing in that direction, but in another DNY NIV IVINY OYN INN TND
direction, although he will not be facing towards the east. TN TN Y2 PONONT NN

If one is unable to withdraw from the road and must pray there N0 0N VPN IN Tonn Soannd
while he is going or sitting and he also knows that in the inn he will not NOW TP 1IP NN NOV NI VT

find a corner where he will not be disturbed, it is preferable for him to 772 559NN 20N MY
pray on the road while sitting or going, since he will then be able to apply 1159 515> INW 11D 2110 N 2WPNH
himself more to the prayer. Nevertheless, if he will be able to pray in a N2 Y29NNY 9197 DX P INY
field, a courtyard or a garden when he reaches the inn this is preferable 201D N2 IN INNT IN NP2
and he will then be able to satisfy both requirements, to pray standing TIHIYHA Y59M) ORIW YT NN
and with application. .30



