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“Wearing a mask in shul is like opening an umbrella on Noah's ark -- meaning it's all 
God's will and a mask is useless or even counterproductive.” 

 

In kollel this week, we debated the intent of the above statement made by a prominent 
leader. I want to share with you the two explanations and the issue I have with both 
explanations. My initial understanding of the statement was that it referred to those 
who were outside of the ark. Just like an umbrella would not protect those who were 
outside of the ark from the rain and the flood, so too, a mask will not serve to protect 
those who are destined to contract the virus. Others in the Kollel understand that the 
intent was directed towards those who were inside of the ark. The ark protected those 
who were inside of the ark and similarly, the bais midrash protects its inhabitants from 
the danger and influences of the outside world. In yeshivos, there is a theme which is 
frequently discussed as the new semester begins after Sukkos vacation. That theme 
revolves around the protective power of the Torah, in general, and being in the bais 
midrash, specifically. Accordingly, once one is in the bais midrash there is no need for 
further protection, and any additional efforts are pointless and perhaps even 
counterproductive since one is already protected by virtue of one’s place in the bais 
midrash and extra hishtadlus is counterproductive to one’s plans. 

Let’s think about the first explanation. The intent of the statement is that taking 
protective measures to protect one’s self from a Divine decree is useless and even 
counterproductive. That principle I agree with. However, the application of COVID-19 
is not accurate. Reading the Torah we know that there was a Divine decree in the 
generation of Noach for mankind to be killed in a flood and the world would reset with 
Noach’s family. Since we know there was such a decree, we can state without hesitancy 
that any attempt by people to save themselves from the flood with an umbrella, or a 
flotation device, or boat, or anything else, would be futile. Once there is a decree that 
everyone will die in the flood, everyone will die in the flood. We are unaware of any 
such Divine decree that exists in our times. Absent a prophet telling us that there is a 
decree that mankind will be annihilated by COVID-19, we must operate under the 
assumption that the mitzvah to safeguard our health is in force and we must take steps 
to protect ourselves. Nothing short of prophecy can instruct us that the mitzvah to 
safeguard our lives is not applicable. Therefore, the parallel drawn between the flood 
and COVID-19 is not valid. 

Let us now consider the second explanation. Just like opening an umbrella in the ark 
would be futile, so too, wearing a mask in a bais midrash is futile and even possibly 
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counterproductive since the bais midrash provides sufficient protection. Here, as well, 
there is a flaw in the logic. In the time of Noach, those who were in the ark were 
protected from the flood, and thus opening an umbrella would accomplish nothing. As 
much as it is true that a bais midrash protects one from negative influences that one may 
pick up from society, it does not, in and of itself, protect from viruses. A bais midrash 
protects from spiritual threats and dangers but does not protect from physical ailments. 
Physical ailments require physical protection and it is incorrect to think that a bais 
midrash is a virus-free zone. Moreover, encouraging others to refrain from taking 
normative steps to protect oneself and others from contracting COVID-19 is dangerous 
and irresponsible. 

I realize that this “drosha” is different from what I normally deliver or write. 
Unfortunately, many people have a different approach to addressing COVID-19. As 
you know, I am a huge fan of אלו ואלו דברי אלוקים חיים person. I have, what I think, is a 
tremendous amount of tolerance for differing opinions. It is something that I work hard 
on because, naturally, we are all biassed towards our own opinions and perspectives on 
things. Tolerance doesn’t mean that I always agree with others and don’t have my own 
opinions, it means that I know why I formulated my opinion and I will make an effort 
to understand your perspective and outlook. Every person has different experiences 
that shape their attitude to events and things which go on in the world and I find all of 
the differing opinions and perspectives to be exciting. 

However, certain lines in the sand cannot be crossed and intolerable behaviors and I 
think that there are people and in some cases groups that have crossed the line and are 
engaged in intolerable behavior. As you know, I spend a few hours a day answering the 
hotline for the Business Halacha Institute. There are many instances where someone 
asks a question and the truth is that what the person seeks to do is technically 
permitted. However, since actually doing so could be perceived as illegal or in violation 
of halacha, the answer they receive is that it may not be done. One of the categories is 
chillul Hashem. Anytime someone asks about something that runs a risk of generating a 
chillul Hashem, the answer will be that it is not allowed. By definition the Torah is   דרכיה

 sweet and pleasant and therefore if it will not come across that way, it may – דרכי נועם
not be done. 

This is the difference between something that you could do vs. something that you 
should do. Or phrased slightly differently, one should not exercise every right that he 
possesses. Just because one can do something does not mean that one should do that. 
Not everything that is allowed is the right thing to do. One has the right to protest 
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wearing masks and other restrictions the government imposes, in their effort to keep 
society safe. However, just because one has the right to protest, it does not mean that 
one should protest. Theory and practice are very different from one another. If 
protesting will lead to a chillul Hashem, ch”v, or become a springboard for anti-Semitism, 
it should not be done. In fact, it should be considered prohibited. Just like one is not 
permitted to engage in risky behavior that could prove harmful to one’s health and 
well-being, so too, one may not engage in behaviors that will desecrate Hashem’s name 
or put Jews at risk by increasing anti-Semitism. Risky behavior is prohibited whether it 
involves one’s health or whether it involves the Hashem or the well-being of the Jewish 
People. 

I don’t think anyone reading this suspects that I would engage in such behaviors, but I 
want it to be clear that I cannot tolerate such behaviors either. These are behaviors that 
do not reflect well on the Jewish People and being a flashpoint for increased anti-
Semitism, they are intolerable and must be forcefully protested. I am fully aware that 
my protest is worth the paper (or screen) it is written on but I make the protest so that 
none of you, my friends should mistakenly think that my silence about it in some way 
implies tolerance of it. There is a lot of room for tolerance but not no room for tolerance 
for something that involves a chillul Hashem or increases anti-Semitism. 


