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May a Kohen Attend the Funeral of a Non-Jew?
May a non kohen attend at a church or graveside?
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8 The Gemara relates: Rabba bar Avuh found Elijah standing in a graveyard of gentiles. Rabba bar
Avuh said to him: What is the halakha with regard to making arrangements for the debtor? Elijah
said to him: A verbal analogy is derived from the usage of the term “poor” written in the context of a
debtor and the term “poor” written in the context of valuations. With regard to valuations, it is
written: “But if he is too poor [makh] for your valuation” (Leviticus 27:8), and with regard to a
creditor, it is written: “But if your brother be poor [yamukh]” (Leviticus 25:35).

Rabba bar Avuh now asks Elijah another question: From where is it derived with regard to a naked
person that he may not separate teruma? He replied: As it is written: “And He see no unseemly
thing in you” (Deuteronomy 23:15). This verse indicates that one may not recite any words of sanctity,
including the blessing upon separating teruma, in front of one who is naked.

The amora proceeded to ask Elijah a different question and said to him: Is not the Master a priest?
What is the reason that the Master is standing in a cemetery? Elijah said to him: Has the Master
not studied the mishnaic order of Teharot? As it is taught in a baraita: Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai says
that the graves of gentiles do not render one impure, as it is stated: “And you, My sheep, the sheep
of My pasture, are man” (Ezekiel 34:31), which teaches that you, i.e., the Jewish people, are called
“man,” but gentiles are not called “man.” Since the Torah states with regard to ritual impurity
imparted in a tent: “If a man dies in a tent” (Numbers 19:14), evidently impurity imparted by a tent does
not apply to gentiles.

Rabba bar Avuh said to him: How could | be familiar with that baraita? If I cannot be proficient in the
more commonly studied four orders of the Mishna, can | be knowledgeable in all six? Elijah said to
him: Why are you not learned in them all? Rabba bar Avuh said to him: The matter of a livelihood is
pressing for me, and I am therefore unable to study properly. Elijah led him and brought him into the
Garden of Eden and said to him: Remove your cloak, gather up and take some of these leaves lying
around. Rabba Bar Avuh gathered them up and took them.
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The Gemara in Masechet Baba Mesia (114) records the view of Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai that
the remains of a non-Jew are not included in the law of "Tum’at Ohel," the status of impurity
obtained by being present under the same roof as a corpse. According to Rabbi Shimon, a
person obtains Tum’a through direct contact with a gentile corpse, but not by being under the
same roof as a gentile corpse. (This is as opposed to a situation of being in the same room as
a Jewish corpse, which certainly results in Tum’a.) This view would allow Kohanim to attend
the funeral of a non-Jew, since one does not contract Tum’a by being present in the same
room as a non-Jewish corpse. Several leading Rishonim (Medieval Halachic scholars),
including the Rambam, the Ramban, the Rashba and the Ritba, follow Rabbi Shimon’s
position. By contrast, Tosafot (Talmudic commentaries by the Medieval French and German
scholars), based on a Mishna in Masechet Ohalot, rule that one contracts Tum’a even by
simply being present in the same room as a gentile corpse.

Is it permissible for a Kohen to attend the funeral of a non-Jew, such as if he has a non-Jewish
neighbor or business associate whose relative passes away? As we know, the Torah forbids
Kohanim from coming in contact with Tum’a (ritual impurity), and they may therefore not be
under the same roof as a Jewish corpse. The question thus arises as to whether this applies to
gentile corpses, as well.

It must first be clarified that we deal here only with a ceremony held in a funeral parlor, as
opposed to in a chapel or church; there is no question that one may not attend a service in a
chapel or church.

As for ceremonies held in funeral parlors, this question hinges on the issue debated already in
the Talmud as to whether gentile corpses transmit Tum’a in the same manner as Jewish
corpses.

The Shulhan Aruch follows the lenient ruling of Rabbi Shimon, that one does not contract
Tum’a by being under the same roof as a gentile corpse. He adds, however, that a Kohen
should preferably avoid such situations as a measure of stringency. Thus, if a Kohen must
attend a non-Jewish funeral in the interest of maintaining peaceful relations or as a
professional formality, then he may do so, provided, as mentioned, that it is not held in a
church or chapel. If he can somehow excuse himself from attending, it is preferable that he do
so, though if he feels he must attend he may, in accordance with the Shulhan Aruch’s ruling.

There is no prohibition at all for non-Kohanim to attend the funeral of a non-Jew in a funeral
parlor.

Summary: A Kohen may attend the funeral of a non-Jew if it is not held in a church or chapel,

though it is preferable to avoid doing so, unless his attendance is necessary as a social or
professional formality.
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Hacham Ovadia has a long discussion regarding the question of
attending a non-Jews funeral?
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In relation to the issue of distancing oneself from idol worship and
prostitution, the Gemara relates: Rabbi Hanina and Rabbi Yonatan were
once walking along the road when they came to a certain two paths, one
of which branched off toward the entrance of a place of idol worship,
and the other one branched off toward the entrance of a brothel. One
said to the other: Let us go by the path that leads to the entrance of the
place of idol worship, as the inclination to engage in idol worship has
been slaughtered and the temptation to sin in this manner no longer exists.
The other said to him: Let us go by the path that leads to the entrance of
the brothel and overpower our inclination, and thereby receive a reward.
When they arrived there, they saw that the prostitutes yielded before
their presence, i.e., they entered the building out of respect for the Sages.
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(SUMMARY: Tosfot deduces from our Gemara that one should distance
himself from idols.)
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Opinion: We see from here that it is normal to distance oneself from the doorstep of
(a house of) idolatry as much as possible (see Avodah Berurah regarding the lesson
that Tosfos is trying to teach us that it is not stated in the Gemara). The Pasuk indeed
says, "Do not come close to the doorway of her house," and the Gemara earlier says
this refers to idolatry. This is evident from the fact that he had more of an urge to go
to the house of prostitution. (The Maharam explains that they went that way instead
of by the idols because it must have been forbidden to go by the idols. Otherwise, it is
inappropriate to travel near prostitutes, even with intent of getting reward for holding
back one's evil inclination.)
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Question: Why would a Jew be forbidden to attend a religious
funeral of a non-Jew? If you are an observant Jew in particular I
presume that the ntuals of another “faith”™ would simply be
nonsensical, and there would be no danger of a sudden conversion.

Answer:

I. There 15 a prohibition to attend or to watch a religious
ceremony, which involves any element of idol worship,' *
including marching behind a “cross™ or praying to Jesus or to
his 1con.

2. Simularly, 1t 1s forbidden to enter a church, as 1t 15 defined as a
place of idol worship.*

' These type of questions were discussed several times in the past in the
Shut BeMareh Habazak. For more details, see part 1, response 59-60;
part 3, response 112, 114; and part 5, response 75

* Mishna Avoda Zara, pg 11b; Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 149:1. It 15
all the more s0 1n our situation.

* See footnote 4 regarding the definition of Christianity as being idol-
worship. See also the response of Trumat Hadeshen 196; Rema, Yoreh
Deah 141:1; and Yechaveh Daat, part 3, chapter 65 on the
categorization of a cross as an object of 1dol-worship, and the difference
between a big cross, which 15 considered an object of 1dol-worship for
all purposes, and a small cross wom as a necklace. We were informed
from oral sources that in a Catholic funeral, all those present march
behind a g cross which the priest camies. In the book, Tzeida Ladrech,
Pg. 192 (8,1), 1t 15 wrnitten that it 15 forbidden to take part in a Catholic
funeral, because an 1dol-worship ntual 1s included in it. The author also
gives a good suggestion for evading such a ritual: to apologize and to
explain that it 15 improper to take part 1n a rehigious ceremony when one
does not identify emotionally with the religion, and that doing so can
even be considered an insult to the deceased.

Igrot Moshe (Yoreh Deah I, 129:6); Izitz Eliezer X1V, ch. 91; Yabia

Omer (11, Yoreh Deah ch. 11, and VII Yoreh Deah ch. 12); and Yechave

Daat (VIII, ch.45).

Sample 2



Is it permissible for a Kohen to attend the funeral of a non-Jew, such as if he has a non-Jewish neighbor or
business associate whose relative passes away? As we know, the Torah forbids Kohanim from coming in

contact with Tum’a (ritual impurity), and they may therefore not be under the same roof as a Jewish corpse.

The question thus arises as to whether this applies to gentile corpses, as well.

It must first be clarified that we deal here only with a ceremony held in a funeral parlor, as opposed to in a
chapel or church; there is no question that one may not attend a service in a chapel or church.

As for ceremonies held in funeral parlors, this question hinges on the issue debated already in the Talmud
as to whether gentile corpses transmit Tum’a in the same manner as Jewish corpses.

Sample
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