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VISITING A CHURCH OR A MOSQUE
by Rabbi Doniel Neustadt

Question: Is it permitted to visit or tour a church or a mosque?

Discussion: It is clearly prohibited to enter a house of avodah zarah. The Mishnah[1] prohibits one
from even entering a city in which avodah zarah is present. Since it is impossible for us, who live in
exile, to adhere to this prohibition, we are considered anusim—under duress—in this regard. Entering
an actual house of avodah zarah, however, is clearly prohibited[2].

What remains to be clarified, however, is whether or not a church or a mosque is a house of avodah
zarah. The poskim are not uniform in their classification of Christians as idol-worshipers. Although the
Rambam rules unequivocally that Christians are idol-worshipers[3], other Rishonim[4] are more
tentative. Their view is based on the assumption that non-Jews are considered idol-worshipers only
if they totally reject the existence of G-d. Christianity, however, combines the belief in G-d with other
idolatrous and alien beliefs. Such a theology is called avodah zarah b'shituf (in combination). Some
poskim rule that avodah zarah b'shituf is not considered full-fledged avodah zarah[5], while others
maintain that it is[6].

Moreover, there is a view[7] that gentiles nowadays cannot be considered idol-worshipers since they
are merely following in the tradition of their parents (without actually worshipping idols).

Practically speaking, however, the vast majority of the poskim agree that Christianity is considered
avodah zarah and a Jew is forbidden to enter a church[8]. The following reasons are offered:

Most poskim consider Christianity to be avodah zarah[9].
Even if avodah zarah b'shituf is permitted, it is only permitted for a non-Jew. For a Jew,
however, there is no difference between avodah zarah and avodah zarah b'shituf[10]. For him,
therefore, a church is considered a house of avodah zarah.
The view of the Ran (Sanhedrin 61b) is that the belief in any religion except Judaism constitutes
avodah zarah. He says the following: "...even the Christian saints, and even the...leader of the
Ishmaelites, even though their followers do not consider them gods, nevertheless, since they
bow to them to acknowledge that they are human incarnation of their divinities, they all have
the halachic status of avodah zarah..."
Even if present-day gentiles do not worship idols, nevertheless their churches are considered
houses of idol worship, since all the services conducted therein are performed in the name of
avodah zarah[11].
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Regarding Islam, however, most poskim follow the opinion of the Rambam[12] that it is not
considered avodah zarah[13]. Hence they do not expressly forbid entering a mosque[14]. Other
poskim forbid entering a mosque as well[15]. All agree that unless there is a compelling reason to do
so, mosques are off limits for any G-d-fearing Jew.

It goes without saying that the houses of worship of all other heathen religions such as Hinduism,
Buddhism, etc. are considered avodah zarah and are off-limits at all times.

Question: Is one allowed to cut through the parking lot of a church?

Discussion: While church services are being held, it is clearly forbidden to enter the church's parking
lot because it may seem to a bystander that one is entering the parking lot in order to enter the
church.

When church services are not being held, it is permitted to cut through the church's parking lot.
Although the poskim refer to a middas chasidus (an act of piety) not to enter a courtyard of a church,
nevertheless, if the shortest route available is through the church's parking lot, it is permitted and the
middas chasidus does not apply[16].
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