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In recent years, there have been several incidents in which Jews in
Yerushalayim spat on the ground upon seeing a Christian priest wearing a
cross or when passing a church. The phenomenon has been documented
and criticized in the past, but it has regained public attention after an
incident on Chol Hamo’ed in which some Jews were walking through the
Muslim quarter near a church just as a group of Christians was carrying a
huge cross out of the building, and several of the Jews spat on the ground.
A video clip of the event spread on social media, prompting severe criticism.
One reaction incensed many: Elisha Yered, former aide to Limor Son Har-
Melech (M.K., Otzmah Yehudit) said that spitting near churches and
Christian symbols is an ancient Jewish custom, and that there is a special
bracha to be recited near a church praising Hashem for showing
forbearance to those who disobey his will.
Israeli Chief Rabbi David Lau also condemned the spitters, adding that “On
Sukkos, we would bring 70 sacrifices for the welfare of all the gentile
nations, and we will continue to pray for them.”[1]
In this article, we discuss the historic and halachic background of this
controversy.
(Note that most of the classic sources on this topic date from times and
places in which norms of religious tolerance and civil behavior, and
relations between religious groups, were very different from the current
ones, and a she’eilas chacham must certainly be made before invoking any
of them today.)
As we have previously discussed,[2] the Gemara says that (at least in
certain contexts) “it is preferable that one letter of the Torah be uprooted
and the shem shamayim not be desecrated in public.”[3] And the
Yerushalmi records that R’ Shimon ben Shetach once returned a pearl that
a non-Jew had mistakenly transferred to him, despite that fact that doing so
was not required by halacha, explaining: “Do you think Shimon ben Shetach
is a barbarian? Shimon ben Shetach wants to hear “Praised be the G-d of
the Jews” more than any gain in this world.”[4]
The Gemara says:

The Rabanan taught in a breisa: One who sees an idol of Merkulis
says: Blessed are You Hashem our G-d, King of the world, who has
shown forbearance to the transgressors of His will.[5]

Opinions differ among the Rishonim as to whether this bracha is specific to
Merkulis or applies to any idol;[6] the halacha follows the latter view.[7]
Tosfos rules that

We are not now accustomed to recite this bracha, since we see it
every day, and all these brachos recited by “one who sees” were
previously said to apply only once every thirty days.[8]

This position is accepted by the Rama and later Acharonim.[9]
It seems clear that the word “it” in the phrase “we see it every day” refers

https://baishavaad.org/great-expectorations-on-spitting-before-idols/


to Christian churches or other Christian sites, and it thus follows that
Tosfos and the Acharonim are assuming that in principle, the bracha would
be recited upon seeing these things, were it not for the fact that this is such
a common occurrence.[10] R’ Chaim Benveniste (the Knessess Hagedolah),
however, offers an alternate explanation for the minhag not to recite this
bracha: We rely upon the view cited above that its recital is limited to
Merkulis, which is not commonly found today.[11]
Regarding spitting and idolatry, there is a custom mentioned centuries ago
in various Ashkenazic sources to spit during Aleinu[12] after saying

for He has not assigned our portion like theirs nor our lot like all their
multitudes. For they bow to vanity and emptiness and pray to a god
that cannot save.

The earliest records of the practice date back approximately six centuries.
The Sefer Maharil–Minhagim records (twice) that R’ Yaakov Moelin (the
Maharil) would expectorate[13] “once, as per the general minhag” upon
reciting the words “to vanity and emptiness.”[14] R’ Dovid Segal (the Taz)
mentions the custom and explains that the spitting is to express our
contempt for idols.[15]
But while the Maharil himself practiced it and the Taz apparently condones
it, other authorities, beginning with the Maharil’s contemporary, R’ Yom
Tov Lipman Muhlhausen (author of Sefer Nitzachon),[16] opposed it,
largely due to its constituting an unnecessary provocation. The Taz’s older
contemporary R’ Yeshayah Horowitz (the Shelah Hakadosh) is sharply
critical of it on a variety of grounds, including the historical fact that Aleinu
was composed by Yehoshua and thus refers to the genuine idolatry of his
day, which is not prevalent in our society, and the concern that the custom
entails “a great danger, lest contemporary nations think that ‘like all their
multitudes, etc.’ refers to them, but Yehoshua actually instituted it in his
day, as above.”[17] Similarly, R’ Ya’ir Chaim Bacharach (the Chavos Ya’ir)
opposed the custom “lest the kid be swallowed among seventy lions, and we
do not rely upon miracles.”[18]
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