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Shomer Negia -
 The Issues:

• What is the status of the halacha of shemirat negiah ? 

• What kind of touching does it relate to?  

• Is this  limited to physical contact ? 

• What about ‘professional’ touching - medical care, therapies, 
handshaking? 

• Which people does it relate to - family, children, same gender? 
• May one have Intimacy outside of marriage? 

• How does it inpact on sitting close to someone of the opposite 
gender? Is one required to switch seats?
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THE WAY WE LIVE NOW: THE ETHICIST. 
Between the Sexes

By RANDY COHEN. OCT. 27, 2002
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The courteous and competent real-estate agent I'd just 
hired to rent my house shocked and offended me when, 
after we signed our contract, he refused to shake my 
hand, saying that as an Orthodox Jew he did not touch 
women. As a feminist, I oppose sex discrimination of all 
sorts. However, I also support freedom of religious 
expression. How do I balance these conflicting values? 
Should I tear up our contract? J.L.,NewYork
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The Answer:
This culture clash may not allow you to reconcile 
the values you esteem. Though the agent dealt you 
only a petty slight, without ill intent, you're entitled 
to work with someone who will treat you with the 
dignity and respect he shows his male clients. If 
this involved only his own person -- adherence to 
laws concerning diet or dress, for example -- you 
should of course be tolerant. But his actions 
directly affect you. And sexism is sexism, even 
when motivated by religious convictions. I believe 
you should tear up your contract.



• Had he declined to shake hands with everyone, there 
would be no problem. What he may not do, however, is 
render a class of people untouchable. Were he, say, an 
airline ticket clerk who refused to touch Asian-
Americans, he would find himself in hot water and rightly 
so. Bias on the basis of sex is equally discreditable.

• Some religions (and some civil societies) that assign 
men and women distinct spheres argue that while those 
two spheres are different, neither is inferior to the other. 
This sort of reasoning was rejected in 1954 in the great 
school desegregation case, Brown v. Board of Education, 
when the Supreme Court declared that separate is by its 
very nature unequal. That's a pretty good ethical 
guideline for ordinary life.
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T h e r e ' s a t e r r i fi c 
moment in 'Cool Hand 
Luke' when a prison 
guard about to put Paul 
N e w m a n i n t h e 
sweatbox says - I quote 
from memory - 'Sorry, 
Luke, just doing my 
job'. Newman replies, 
'Calling it your job don't 
make it right, boss'. 
Religion, same deal. 
Calling an offensive 
action religious doesn't 
make it right.
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# Me Too Movement

• Analyses of the movement often point to the prevalence of sexual violence, which has been estimated by the 
World Health Organization to affect one-third of all women worldwide.

• A 2017 poll by ABC News and The Washington Post also found that 54% of American women report receiving 
"unwanted and inappropriate" sexual advances with 95% saying that such behavior usually goes 
unpunished. Others state that #MeToo underscores the need for men to intervene when they witness demeaning 
behavior.

• Burke says sexual violence is usually caused by someone the woman knows, so people should be educated 
from a young age that they have the right to say no to sexual contact from any person, even after repeat 
solicitations from an authority or spouse, and to report predatory behavior.

• Alyssa Milano described the reach of #MeToo as helping society understand the "magnitude of the problem" and 
said, "it's a standing in solidarity to all those who have been hurt.” She stated that the success of #MeToo will 
require men to take a stand against behavior that objectifies women.
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Torah Sources 
 of the Prohibition:

• Vaikra 18: 6, 19: ָֽה:….ֶאל־ִאָּׁש֖ה ְּבנִַּד֣ת ִ֖י יְהֹו ָ֑ה ֲאנ  ִא֥יׁש ִאיׁש֙ ֶאל־ּכָל־ְׁשֵא֣ר ְּבָׂשרֹ֔ו לֹ֥א ִתְקְרבּ֖ו ְלגַּלֹ֣ות עְֶרו
 :ֻטְמָאָתּ֑ה לֹ֣א ִתְקַר֔ב ְלגַּלֹ֖ות עְֶרוָָתּֽה

• “No man shall come near to any of his close relatives, to uncover [their] 
nakedness. I am the Lord…And to a woman during the uncleanness of her 
separation, you shall not come near to uncover her nakedness.”

• Apart from the prohibitions of forbidden marriages and sexual relationships, the 
Torah includes a separate prohibition of ‘Lo Tikrevu’ - not to coming ‘close’ to one 
of the arayot (forbidden relatives).

• The relationship of ‘erva’ includes the most serious sexual prohibitions - married 
women (adultery), specified relatives (incest), certain relatives of one’s spouse, the 
spouses of certain specified relatives (eg in-laws, step-relatives), niddah, and 
broader sexual prohibitions eg homosexuality and bestiality.

• Aruch Hashulchan: Today, when a single woman may not go to the mikveh, her 
status in relation to other men is one of Bibloical ‘erva’ .

• in other places the Torah prohibits adultery , rape, and seduction.
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“Coming Near”  
 Talmudic Sources

• There is a separate prohibition of ‘kiruv basar’ - intimate 
closeness with arayot which falls short of full relations.

• This as a ‘fence from within the Torah’ - where the Torah creates a 
halacha to protect another more serious Torah mitzvah. ‘Lo 
Tikrevu’ includes intimate contact such as hugging, kissing, 
sleeping in the same bed fully clothed, and even flirting! 

• “There is  no such thing as an ‘executor’ over arayot.”

• POINT: such closeness is a Torah prohibition which may even 
extend beyond actual touching.

• When it come to sexual temptation, no one is immune!!! As such, 
halachic ‘fences’, such as shomer negiah and yichud (seclusion)  
are not just technical prohibitions, but also a useful and valuable 
social tools to avoid moving beyond a ‘point of no return.
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“Coming Near” - Halacha
• Rambam: Whoever shares physical intimacy with one of the ariyot without 

actually becoming involved in sexual relations or embraces and kisses [one of 
them] out of desire1 and derives pleasure from the physical contact should be 
lashed2 according to Scriptural Law. [This is derived from Leviticus 18:30 
which] states: "To refrain from perform any of these abominable practices,” 
 and [ibid.:6 which] states: "Do not draw close to reveal לְִבלְִּתי עֲׂשֹות ֵמֻחּקֹות ַהּתֹועֵֹבת
nakedness." Implied is that we are forbidden to draw close to acts that lead to 
revealing nakedness. 

• Observation: the Rambam links shemirat negiah with ‘chukim’ of the sexually 
liberal societies around the Jewish people at the time.  

• This is translated in the Targum as ‘nimmusim’ - social conventions of the non-
Jewish world.  

• This may make an interesting comment on the role of ‘social touching’ in 
society - social kissing, handshaking etc.  

• The Rambam is  saying that the Torah mitzvah of shemirat negiah is specifically 
addressing these issues! This verse is also the origin of the Torah imperative to 
create fences around the mitzvot - ‘ushemartem et mishmarti’.
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“Coming Near” - Halacha
• Shulchan Aruch rules like the Rambam that Shomer 

Negiah is a Torah prohibition. 

• Rema rules that a person should die rather than commit 
a prohibition of arayot, ( As one of 3 cardinal sins) even 
those which have no karet penalty. According to the 
ruling of the Shulchan Aruch that Lo Tikrevu is Biblically 
prohibited, it is therefore a Torah prohibition of arayot, 
which would be “yehareg ve’al ya’avor”! 

• Rema: The prohibition of ‘Lo Tikrevu’ applies equally to 
married and single women, now that single woman may 
not go to the mikveh.
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EXTENSIONS OF LO TIKREVU 
BEYOND SHEMIRAT NEGIAH

• Shulchan Aruch: A person must stay very far from women.  

• He is forbidden to signal with his hands or his feet, or to hint with his eyes, to one of 
the arayos.  

• He is forbidden to be playful with her, to be frivolous in front of her, or to look upon 
her beauty.  

• Even to smell the perfume upon her is forbidden.  

• He is forbidden to gaze at women doing laundry.  

• He is forbidden to gaze at the colorful garments of a woman whom he recognizes, 
even if she is not wearing them, lest he come to have [forbidden] thoughts about 
her…  

• If one gazes even at the little finger of a woman with the intent to have pleasure from 
it, it is as though he gazed at her shameful place. 

•  It is forbidden to listen to the voice of an erva or to look at her hair. 

• If one intentionally does one of these things, we give him lashes of rebellion.
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Practical Applications
• Separate schools / camps for boys  and girls. 

• Dating only for the purpose of marriage. 

• No mixed swimming 

• No mixed dancing 

• No pre-marital, extra-marital sex or overt displays 
of affection.
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The Reason for the prohibition 
against affectionate contact 

with people of the opposite sex

• The sex drive is among the most powerful urges in the human race. 
But we are not animals, we are people, so we should be able to lift 
ourselves above our urges. This mitzvah helps distance us from falling 
into a trap. If we don’t take small liberties, we won’t become 
complacent and ultimately overly familiar with members of the opposite 
sex. If we have safeguards in place, we won’t stumble in matters of a 
sexual nature.

• This is not to say that Judaism is prudish or that sex is a “necessary 
evil” permitted only to perpetuate the species. Just the opposite! Sex is 
a good thing in its proper context, which is in a marital relationship.

• Just like the food we eat is elevated by the laws of kashrus and making 
brachos (blessings), the sexual relations of a person are elevated by 
the Torah from an animal act into something higher. 

• God doesn’t say “no” to things so much as He contextualizes how they 
should be done to a person’s betterment rather than to his detriment.
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Rivash (Isaac ben Sheshet Perfet, 1326-1408, Spain)
 was the first to discuss the practice that unmarried women 

would not go to the mikveh 

• And they had no need to discuss the case of an unmarried woman, for sex 
with an unmarried would is forbidden even when she is not in her niddah 
period. 

• According to Rambam this is a Biblical prohibition that one would receive 
lashes for, if a woman made herself available in this way, that is to say, to 
have sex in a way of fornication, and this would be included in the category 
of a “prostitute” [that the Torah forbids], although she does not sit in a booth 
of prostitutes and make herself available to all.

• Now, what you were astounded about – how is it that the Rabbis did not 
institute immersion for an unmarried woman, so that the masses would not 
stumble as a result of her (i.e., so a man having sex with her would not 
transgress the prohibition of niddah)? 

• There is nothing to be astounded about! For since an unmarried woman is 
forbidden [even if she is not a niddah], as we have written, then the opposite 
is the case! If she were to immerse, that would create a stumbling (lead 
people to sin), for then people would be lenient regarding the prohibition that 
applies to her….
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What Type of Touching  
is Prohibited ?

• The Shach rules that, according to the 
Rambam, the prohibition is limited to 
contact of an intimate and sexual 
nature. Absent such sexual context, 
there is no prohibition, EVEN on a 
rabbinic level. 

• Not all rule like him, and understand the 
Rambam differently.
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Shaking Hands 
 Talmud Sources

• In the parsha of Sota, the Cohen had to 
administer the waiving of the korban mincha by 
the woman. This involved placing his hand under 
hers and directing her.  

• The Yerushalmi asks how this can be done 
appropriately.  

• Ultimately, it concludes that even a young Cohen 
may assist, since very brief contact will not 
inflame the yetzer hara.

18



Medieval Sources:
• Sefer Chasidim (1090) “a Jewish man should not shake 

hands with a non-Jewish woman, nor a non-Jewish woman 
with a Jewish man. A Jewish woman should not [shake 
hands] with a non-Jewish man, nor a non-Jewish man with 
a Jewish woman, even if the hand is wrapped in a garment 
[for example, a glove], as a preventive measure [literally “a 
fence”] against forbidden relations” 1090) 

• Ben Ish Chai (great nineteenth century posek of 
Babylonian Jewry): Sefer Chassidim refers to shaking 
hands in greeting, as was customary in his time in 
European cities.
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Ben Ish Chai Continues:
• It was customary among Europeans for a guest to greet his host or 

hostess by holding his or her hand in a firm grip, as an indication of 
friendship and goodwill – an excellent description of a handshake! 
He writes that a G-d-fearing Jew should certainly refrain from this 
practice, because it involves holding and touching the hand derech 
chibbah; the very reason for the firm grip is to demonstrate great 
affection. 

• He explains why the Sefer Chassidim specifically focused on a Jew 
shaking hands with a non-Jew, but did not mention a Jewish man 
and woman shaking hands with each other. The Sefer Chassidim 
teaches us that even if it is the non-Jew who extends his or her 
hand, as is their custom, and the Jewish man or woman will be 
embarrassed because the non-Jews around him will laugh at him if 
he does not reciprocate, it is still forbidden to return the handshake. 
Accordingly, he writes that it is certainly prohibited when it comes to 
a Jewish man and woman shaking hands with one another.
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Issues to Consider:
• Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 1,3: Yehudah son of Taima says: "Be bold as a 

leopard, light as an eagle, swift as a deer and strong as a lion to do the 
will of your Father in heaven." "Bold as a leopard" means, you should 
not be ashamed before people who mock you for worshipping 
Hashem, Blessed be His Name. 

• Talmud Berachos 19b: Kavod Haberiyot is such a fundamental 
principle of halacha that the Gemara rules that it even overrides a 
negative mitzvah!! In the end, the Gemara concludes that this is the 
mitzvah of Lo Tasur - not to deviate from the rulings of Chazal. As such, 
Kavod Haberiyot will NOT override a regular Torah prohibition, but only 
a rabbinic one. 

• Talmud Berachos 61a: One who counts money for a woman from his 
hand to her hand in order to look upon her, even if he has accumulated 
Torah and good deeds like Moses our teacher, he will not be absolved 
from the punishment of Gehenna
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On the Other Hand….
• Proverbs 3,17: The Torah’s ways must be pleasant and pleasing to others! 

• Talmud Yoma 86a: “And you shall love the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 6:5), 
which means that you shall make the name of Heaven beloved. How should 
one do so? One should do so in that he should read Torah, and learn Mishna, 
and serve Torah scholars, and he should be pleasant with people in his 
business transactions. What do people say about such a person? Fortunate is 
his father who taught him Torah, fortunate is his teacher who taught him Torah, 
woe to the people who have not studied Torah. So-and-so, who taught him 
Torah, see how pleasant are his ways, how proper are his deeds. The verse 
states about him and others like him: “You are My servant, Israel, in whom I will 
be glorified” (Isaiah 49:3).But one who reads Torah, and learns Mishna, and 
serves Torah scholars, but his business practices are not done faithfully, and 
he does not speak pleasantly with other people, what do people say about 
him? Woe to so-and-so who studied Torah, woe to his father who taught him 
Torah, woe to his teacher who taught him Torah. So-and-so who studied Torah, 
see how destructive are his deeds, and how ugly are his ways.. 
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Shaking Hands - Contemporary Halacha
• Rav Moshe Feinstein writes that shaking hands with a woman “is clearly 

forbidden.” This is certainly true of a married woman, Rav Moshe says, and even 
of a single woman, because a single woman is a niddah. 

• In another responsum (1962), he writes that physical contact which is not 
accompanied by desire is not forbidden, as the Shach rules (Yoreh Deah 
157:10). Nonetheless, Rav Moshe continues, it is difficult to be lenient based on 
this ruling – can one really be absolutely certain that there is no element of 
attraction involved when shaking a woman’s hand? The questioner 
mentioned that he had seen that even observant Jews are lenient about shaking 
hands with women. Rav Moshe writes that perhaps they reasoned that there was 
no element of desire involved in the contact, and that it was therefore permitted. 
He concludes that practically speaking, however, it is difficult to rely on this 
leniency. 

• In a third responsum , Rav Moshe writes that shaking hands with a woman in 
greeting “is certainly clearly forbidden.” Citing his first responsum, he writes that 
we must be concerned with the possibility of taking pleasure in the physical 
contact. He also cites his second responsum: while one should judge those who 
do shake hands with women favorably, as they may be assuming that there is no 
element of attraction involved, “it is difficult to rely on this”.
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In 1970, when Rav Ovadia Yosef was serving as the Chief Rabbi of Israel, he 
received the Israel prize award. During the ceremony he was summoned to 
the stage in which sat many of the leading Israeli dignitaries, including the 
minister of education, and the prime minister of that time, Golda Meir. Rav 
Ovadia cordially shook the hands of the minister of education upon receiving 
the award and was then given an outstretched hand by the Prime Minister, 
Golda Meir, who also desired to shake his hand to congratulate him. The 
cameras were all focused on this event which was broadcasted live to all 
Israeli media. The Rav cordially shook his head as a notion of engagement 
and respect towards her gesture, although he did not return the hand shake.
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Rav Menashe Klein

• If a woman extends her hand in greeting, is it 
permitted to respond by shaking hands, even 
though it involves touching her hand? The 
questioner mentions that he had heard that Rav 
Moshe Feinstein ruled that it is absolutely prohibited, 
but nonetheless, he had seen very observant people 
who were lenient about shaking a woman’s hand in 
order to avoid embarrassing her. He had also heard 
that there are some roshei yeshivah who permit it.

25



Rav Klein’s  Answer
• “it is forbidden to even suggest that a rosh yeshivah would permit 

shaking hands with a woman to spare her embarrassment; it 
would be unthinkable to permit an act related to such a serious 
prohibition because a woman has extended her hand – even if 
she has only done so because she is unaware of the prohibition. I 
am also not convinced that there is in fact an element of 
embarrassment involved in not reciprocating the handshake.” 

• There were those who allowed themselves to be lenient in this 
regard because they lived in countries such as Germany and 
France, where promiscuity was rampant and it was common 
practice for people to shake hands with anyone, man or woman. 
They relied on the Shach’s opinion (Yoreh Deah 157:1). 

• it is not proper to rely on this leniency, which, as Rav Moshe 
Feinstein ruled, is very weak
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3 Reasons to forbid:
• Many poskim disagree with the lenient ruling of the Shach, 

and concur with the Beis Yosef, who rules that even physical 
contact which is not derech chibbah is forbidden 

• it is possible that even the Shach would also forbid shaking 
hands. The Shach’s lenient ruling relates only to someone like 
a physician who is involved in his work, and for whom the 
physical contact is part of his duties. Surely this leniency 
would not apply to shaking hands in greeting; even if a 
handshake is not actually derech chibbbah, it is close enough. 

• Even if the handshake did not begin as derech chibbah, at 
times the contact itself arouses desire, and it turns into derech 
chibbah; as such it may be a Torah ordained prohibition 

27



Lenient Opinions:  
Rav Shlomo Carlebach (1845–1919)

 a prominent rabbi in Lubeck, Germany 
 ruled leniently on the question of 

shaking hands with women

• His lenient opinion is clearly based on the ruling of the Shach. 

• Rav Carlebach mentions that the problem involved in shaking a woman’s 
hand is that it may lead to improper thoughts. In his early years, he writes, 
he had refrained from shaking hands with women, but was unable to 
maintain this stricter practice. Most women were not familiar with the 
prohibition, and would innocently extend their hand to men in greeting. 

• “there could be nothing more humiliating than refusing to reciprocate; 
respect for the dignity of others is an overriding consideration.”  

• The Talmud teaches that “respect for the dignity of others is so great that it 
overrides a negative commandment in the Torah” (Berachos 19b).
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Rabbi Chaim Berlin
chief rabbi of Moscow from 1865 to 1889  

He was the eldest son of the Netziv,  
Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin

• Rav Berlin cites the Gemara’s teaching that it is forbidden to hand money to a 
woman, in order to look at her (Berachos 61a).  

• If, however, one’s intentions are pure and innocent, as he is sure is the case with his 
student, and he is not motivated by a desire to look at her, it would be permitted to 
hand money to a woman. 

• If there is a way to avoid shaking hands, it is certainly preferable. 

• However, if there is no way around it – for example, the woman has already extended 
her hand – and he has no improper thoughts in mind, he need not be strict in this 
regard.  

• Rav Berlin points out that “[the Torah’s] ways are ways of pleasantness” (Mishle 
3:17). Chazal tell us that our conduct should make the Name of Heaven beloved 
(Yoma 86a); we should not cause others to say that religious Jews are meshugaim 
(outlandish) and ill-mannered.
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Conclusions of the Lenient 
Opinions:

• First, the situation is such that refusing to shake a woman’s 
extended hand would humiliate her. 

• Second, one’s intentions are entirely l’shem Shamayim (for the 
sake of Heaven), for example, to prevent a chillul Hashem 
(desecration of Hashem’s Name). 

• Third, the refusal to shake hands would cause onlookers to 
view observant Jews as boorish and ill-mannered. 

• It must be stressed that even according to the lenient opinions, 
there are grounds for leniency only when the Shach’s ruling 
applies, meaning that the contact is not derech chibbah, and 
only when the other party has initiated the handshake.
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Polite Options:
1. Keep your hands full – if 

you are holding files, a 
briefcase, or the like, a 
smile and a nod in lieu of a 
handshake may be more 
readily accepted. It is 
easier to employ th is 
method from a reasonable 
distance – it works best 
when you are more than an 
arm’s-length away!
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Polite Options:
2.Have a business 
card strategically 
in hand, and place 
i t i n t h e o t h e r 
party’s extended 
hand instead of 
shaking it.
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Polite Options:
3.W h e n t r u l y d e s p e r a t e , 
pretend to have a cold or 
allergy attack, and cough or 
sneeze into your own hand. 
This is an effective deterrent, 
but it probably cannot be used 
too of ten with the same 
person. 

4.Or else... simply be honest 
and explain upfront that due to 
religious considerations, you 
do not shake hands with 
anyone of the opposite gender 

5.Or else: Make an alternative 
gesture of recognition, such as 
bowing the head and the like. 33



The Munkatcher Rebbe  
(Chaim Elazar Spira (December 17, 1868 – May 13, 1937)  

& the Queen of Holland
The Queen Wilhelmina of Holland 
once came to meet the previous 
Munkatcher Rebbe [Minchas 
Elazar] to receive a blessing to have 
children [she was childless]. Upon 
her outstretching her hand to shake 
the Rebbe’s hand the Rebbe replied 
t h a t i t i s u n b e fi t t i n g f o r a 
commoner to touch the hand of her 
majesty. The queen was very 
impressed and it made a positive 
impression upon her. The queen 
subsequently gave birth to a 
daughter.
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Conclusions & Applications:
The lenient posi t ion is based on a number of 
considerations: 
(i) it assumes that shaking hands is NOT derech chibah, on 
the part of either individual. If there are any improper 
thoughts, this would be prohibited; 
(ii) it assumes that the halacha is like the Shach - that 
negiah is permitted where there is no derech chiba; 
(iii) it applies where there would be embarrassment or 
humiliation to the other person; 
(iv) it assumes that one’s intentions are leshem shamayim.
• Nevertheless touching in an office environment often IS 
derech chiba and it is far better to try and avoid the issue 
wherever possible.
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Conclusions & Applications:
• Modern informal equivalents of handshaking eg ‘High-5’ will probably be more halachically 
problematic as they become more informal and ‘teenaged’.

• Social greetings through kissing are very difficult to halachically justify. (With older relatives 
maybe permitted as not being derech chiba. The ‘dead fish’ may be an option in some cases.)

• ‘Clinical touching’ such as medical examinations and physical therapy are clearly not derech 
chiba and are permitted. 

• If a same gender doctor is available and suitable, this is preferable.

• Assistants and workers in care homes for the elderly or disabled are also likely to fall within 
this category, although there will be grey areas in which a posek should be consulted eg 
hydro-therapy in a pool with an adult of the other gender.

•  Other relevant factors may include the mental age of the patient, and whether the therapist is 
male or female. The halacha is often stricter on men working with female patients.

•  Hairdressers could be classified as ‘involved in their profession’ and thus not derech chiba. 
Many poskim recommend trying to avoid this. 

• Massage seems clearly to be prohibited in most cases.

• Student ‘training’ on the opposite gender (eg in Physical Therapy courses) is also likely to be 
also prohibited. Actual practice of PT will be permitted on the basis that the practitioner is 
involved in their profession.
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Seat Switching:
• For the most part, the poskim are lenient on the question of commuting by bus, 

train, and subway, even when incidental contact with the opposite gender is not only 
likely, but almost inevitable. Rav Moshe Feinstein and Rav Menashe Klein, as well as 
other poskim, rule that unintentional physical contact caused by crowding on public 
transportation is typically not derech chibbah (affectionate or passionate) and is 
therefore permitted.  

• However, it is important to note that the poskim do not permit a man who knows that 
he will be unable to control his thoughts to travel on crowded public transportation. 

• Rav Moshe also holds that one may sit next to a woman if there is no other seat 
available, because the contact on mass transit is unintentional and not derech 
chibbah. 

• Other poskim disagree with Rav Moshe on the question of sitting next to a woman. 
Rav Wosner rules that if standing is an option it is forbidden to sit next to a woman, 
because of the likelihood of negiah, and because the close proximity can trigger 
improper thoughts. 

• It is clear that Rav Moshe would agree that if a man feels that he has some element 
of pleasure from sitting next to a woman, he is obligated to get up. He should do his 
best to be discreet, so that his behavior does not cause a chilul Hashem.
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2016 RCA RESOLUTION REGARDING 
SEATING ON AIRPLANES

• NOTES that Jewish law restricts Jews from most forms of physical contact with 
members of the opposite sex who are not closely related. 

• DECLARES that the proper norm, when in an airplane, is to comply with the ruling 
of leading decisors of Jewish law (including R. Moshe Feinstein; Iggerot Moshe, 
Even Ha’ezer 2:14) that Jews are permitted to sit next to a member of the opposite 
sex who is not a relative even when this unintentionally causes physical contact 
between them. Accordingly, 

• 1. One seeking to sit only next to members of one’s own sex should, prior to 
boarding, arrange for such seating among those in one’s travel party, purchase 
extra seats next to one’s own seat, or the like - just as anyone seeking other special 
seating accommodations on an airplane should do. 

• 2. One should avoid asking a person seated in an adjacent seat in a public venue 
to move because that person is a member of the opposite sex. 

• 3. If one is nonetheless asked to move for this reason, one may politely and firmly 
refuse, thereby reinforcing the proper behavioral norm between the sexes in such 
venues. One may also assent to such a request if it is made unobtrusively and 
courteously, according to one’s best judgment of the immediate situation.
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MESILAS YESHARIM 
warns of the importance of ‘weighing’ the gain of chumrot against 

the potential down-sides, and always taking a long-term view.

•Thus we learn, that one who aspires to true Piety must weigh all 
of his deeds according to their consequences and 
circumstances, namely, their times, company, subject, and place.  

•If abstaining leads to more sanctification of the Name of Heaven 
and gratification to G-d than doing it, he should abstain and not 
do it. 

•Or, if a deed appears good but its consequences or 
circumstances are bad, or if a deed appears bad but its 
consequences are good - everything should be decided by the 
final outcome and consequences, the true fruit of the deed.
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•These things can only be evaluated by one of understanding heart 
and sound intellect since it is impossible to clarify all their endless 
details… 

•The story involving Rabbi Tarfon illustrates this, for even though he was 
being stringent on himself to recline like the view of Beit Shammai, he 
was told by the sages: "you deserved to be liable for having caused your 
own death, for you transgressed the view of Beit Hillel!" (Berachot 10b). 

•This is because the Halachic dispute between Beit Shammait and Beit 
Hillel had become a grave matter in Israel due to the great disputes 
which grew out from it, and the Halacha had finally been ruled to be as 
Beit Hillel. 

•Thus it had become necessary for the preservation of Torah that this 
ruling forever remain in full strength and never be weakened, so that the 
Torah does not, G-d forbid, become like two Torahs. Therefore, according 
to that Mishna, to adopt the view of Beit Hillel, even when it was 
lenient, is a greater act of Piety, than to adopt the view of Beit 
Shammai, even though it was more stringent. Thus this serves as a guide 
for us, to discern which path leads to the light of truth and faith, to do 
what is just in the eyes of G-d.
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To Which People Does This Apply ?
• Shulchan Aruch:To hug or kiss one of the arayos whom people do not 

normally lust after, such as his adult sister or his aunt or similar, even 
though he derives no pleasure at all, is very reprehensible, forbidden, and 
the act of a fool. This is because there are no relatives for [the purposes 
of] licentiousness at all, whether adult or minor, except the father to his 
daughter and the mother to her son. 

• Touching, kissing and hugging between grand/parents and grand/children 
is totally permitted.  

• This is also true of siblings who are children (under 11 for sisters and 
under 12 for brothers.) There is clearly no suggestion of a sexual context 
to these relationships.  

• The halacha is critical of adult siblings hugging and kissing in a very 
affectionate way. It is seen as inappropriate behavior. 

• Nevertheless, this is not a Torah prohibition of Lo Tikrevu since there is still 
an assumption that there is no sexual context.
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Leniencies With Relatives: 
• Rav Moshe Feinstein writes that people should not be criticized for affectionately 

hugging siblings if they will not listen, although it is not correct and may be 
Rabbinically prohibited. 

• Rav Mordechai Willig writes that in certain extenuating circumstances ( Especially 
where not hugging siblings will cause serious offence and is only occasional) there 
is room for leniency and a posek should be consulted.  

• This would also apply to aunts / uncles and elderly relatives. 

• Nevertheless with other relatives there is a real possibility of derech chiba (on one 
side or both) and they are fully included in the issur of Lo Tikrevu. 

• This would include uncles, cousins, sister/brother-in-law, mother/father-in-law, 
daugher/son-in-law. 

• The technical ages from which negiah is an issues are 9 for a boy and 3 (some say 
7) for a girl. However, this will only be in a situation which is derech chibbah. This 
will depend on the age of the child and the circumstances.  

• A good deal of sense and discretion needs to be applied. Holding the hand of a 4 
year old is clearly different to an 16 year old! 

• Thus touching these relatives in a way which is potentially derech chiba is 
prohibited.
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SAME GENDER

• Since male homosexuality is included as one of the arayot, 
the halachot of Lo Tikrevu will apply in the event of same-
sex attraction. There will be an issue of shemirat negiah. 

• Female homosexuality is not one of the ‘arayot’ (although it 
is halachically prohibited). As such, shemirat negiah will not 
technically apply. However, there will be other issues of 
tzniut. 

• A person who is attracted only to the same gender is still 
included in the halachot of shemirat negiah vis a vis the 
other gender.
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Response to the Ethicist: 
by Jonathan Rosenblum

• “Frankly, in polyglot New York, I 
would have expected a message of 
greater tolerance for practices that at 
first strike us as strange. The real-
estate agent, after all, did not ask 
anything of the woman. He did not 
request her to don a long skirt and 
shawl, as tens of thousands of ardent 
feminists do every year upon entering 
St. Peter's Cathedral. Nor did he 
withhold anything tangible from her. 
(Presumably she had no interest in 
holding his hand.)


• “At most, he engaged in a form of 
symbolic speech, the message of 
which both the letter writer and 
Ethicist misunderstood
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• If any statement is being made by the refusal 
of Orthodox Jews to have any physical 
contact with members of the opposite sex 
other than their spouses, children and parents, 
it is one of respect for their spouses and 
the sanctity of the marital bond. 
•Every time an Orthodox man or woman 
distances him or herself from even the most 
non-erotic forms of physical contact, he or she 
is reminded that what is forbidden in this 
instance is promoted elsewhere ― i.e., within 
the exclusive context of marriage.

•Every act of distancing is also an act of 
drawing close to one's spouse.
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•“True, shaking hands is a pretty innocuous 
form of contact, and for that reason some 
Orthodox religious authorities permit it in the 
business context.

•But the same claim of innocuousness is 
made for kissing and hugging in many circles. 

•Rather than stepping onto a slippery slope 
and leaving the matter to subjective 
determinations about the erotic content of 
any particular act, many Orthodox Jews 
choose to simply avoid any physical contact.
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•“A ban on touching acknowledges the natural 
physical attraction between men and women, and 
serves as a warning.

•Those who observe the ban convey the message 
that "the erotic element is excluded from our 
relationship." 

•Far from showing a lack of "dignity and respect" for 
those of the opposite gender, observance of the 
ban reflects a determination to treat members of 
the opposite sex with the utmost respect ― as 
everything but objects of sexual desire. 

•Judging from the proliferation of sexual-harassment 
charges in work settings and elsewhere, many 
women would prefer precisely such relationships.
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• Interestingly, the Ethicist overlooked the most 
serious ethical lapse of all ― his own advice that the 
letter writer rip up a contract she had already signed. 

•Nowhere in that contract did the agent undertake to 
shake the woman's hand. Rather, he agreed to 
faithfully represent her in the rental of her apartment, 
and by her own account he stood fully prepared to 
do so in a competent fashion.

•The Ethicist thus advised her to renege on her own 
solemn promise in order to punish the agent for 
observing rules that he views as divinely mandated, 
but which the Ethicist confidently dismissed as 
merely "sexist" and "offensive."
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A FINAL STORY
• Unfortunately, when dealing with other people, nothing can ever be foolproof.  

• I am friendly with a rabbi and rebbetzin in Los Angeles who market a line of kosher 
candy and spices.  

• Their business requires frequent meetings with representatives of different retail 
stores.  

• Because most of the representatives they meet are male, the rebbetzin makes sure 
to be the one carrying the samples, so that her hands are otherwise occupied.  

• When that fails, she openly says that she does not shake hands with men for 
religious reasons.  

• For years there was never a problem, until they met with an especially friendly store 
representative.  

• She declined the outstretched hand, and apologized as she always did.  

• “No problem,” said the store rep, “I understand.” Instead of shaking her hand, he 
enveloped her in a bear hug!
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