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By Danje! Siegel
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During a recent pilgrimage to Israel (it might well have been in the bomb-and-
blackout days and nights of the Yom Kippur War), during one of my many wander-
ings to the Wall (it might well have been the dusk-and-evening of Simhat Torah), |
considered how the stones have been neglected in the short space of 8 years. As
the Jews got used to the since-'67 freedom of walking into the Old City, in and out
of alleys and squeeze-narrow streets, down to the Wall, | thought, “How many
speeches and sermons and casual remarks about Our Greatest Symbol—the
Wall—have | heard?” Painters, poets, artists, Jews-in-general-and-particular
referred to the Wall, painting it, singing it, ho-humming about it, revering it,
retelling the tale of its Redemption from Captivity (a great Mitzvah, applicable not
only to people, but also to books, gravestones, Torahs). More and more often than
not, the lyricist or casual or enraptured Jew would be hundreds or thousands of
miles away, recalling second-hand the configuration of the stones, the doves
flying around it and settling down there to rest, the plants growing out of it—and
the thousands of Tzettelach—the most personal Messages to God, placed by every
kind of hand and heart in every recess within reach.

But usually he was not there, this Jew, not approaching it over the plaza, not
craning his neck to see the top, not touching it, not kissing it.

It had become a symbol.

Of course the Wall is a symbol! But it is primarily a Presence, and the Jewish
world is bursting with presences coming out to greet whoever breathes and walks
and touches with a sense of Jewish happenings happening wherever he goes.

Simply consider what we Jews kiss: mezuzot, the tzitzit on our tallit, a Sefer
Torah, other Jews who fill our hearts with a memory and presence of Egypt
(consider a newly-arrived immigrant from Leningrad, Kiev, Vilna) and a memory
and presence of Sinai (consider a friend who has just revealed a new spark of
Torah).

How does “The Wall” as a symbol compare to other symbols such as a Sefer Torah or Mezuzah?
From what does each gain its importance?

Consider the benefits of using concrete symbols to help understand concepts or ideas. What are
some of the limitations in using symbolism?

Visitors to Israel find a unique fascination with all “The Wall” embodies. Is this attachment a form
of idolatry? '

What does the phrase 2132 711710 , “Torah from Sinai” mean?

[/t is usually taken to refer to God’s presence at Mt. Sinai, giving the Torah. However, Dr. Jose
Faur, of the Jewish Theological Seminary, suggests that it may also be considered temporally: the
process of Torah, commencing with Sinai, continues through today. That is, “Torah from (the time of)
Sinai.”]




While a friend may also be a symbol of friendship, primarily we long for him to
be a friend, an intimate link with the reality and nature of Heaven&Earth —more to
be heart-touched, talked to, and listened to than to be spoken of in symbolic
terms. In moments of sorrow or joy, we crave the hand or embrace or consolation-
words of our friend more than any thoughts in a time-and-space distance of “What

my friend in the abstract means to me.”

A Jew may readily list 10, 15, 20 common symbqls of his Jewish Ii.fe: a Iulav_&
etrog, tfillin, ner tamid, Torah, Shabbat, spices, wine, menorgh, a ch_umngey, tallit,
shofar, apple&honey and on and on. The touchablhty, seeability, snlffgpll_lty, and
tastability of these symbols is critical to their reality, and may be fully vivified only
when their concrete presence is sensed first. Afterwards, and only afterwards,
should the abstract nature of a symbol be considered, extended, and

metaphorized.
With the approach of the New Year 5736—early this year (USY ers will hardly

have the opportunity to sleep off their encampments before it is time to put on the
Yontiff clothes and tote the Heavy Mahzor to synagogue)—it was considered

opportune to prepare material connected with the Yamim Nora’'im, The Days of

Awe. Jews everywhere, even those who consider themselves non-religious or
doubtful or apathetic, come to synagogue to participate in a ceremony and
celebration of God-and-Man and Man-and Man together. A study of the building
and details of the synagogue would be helpful in making the student more aware of
what the structure and its functions and possibilities offer to everyone. Much as
Rabbi Max Arzt’s book Justice and Mercy, opened the Mahzor and the Siddur to its
readers, so, too, this guide is intended to take the larger symbol—the
synagogue—and some of the symbols within it, and make them more understand-
able and familiar to anyone who enters the boundaries of the building.

An honest teacher realizes it is a difficult task to ready his students for Mitzvot
(whether it is sensitization to the awe of hearing a shofar or wishing him well on a
journey to Eretz Yisrael). However, a bond of sympathy is established, | believe,
when the student realizes that the teacher is also a student, with questions,
doubts, and difficulties present along with the moments of exaltation and
sublimity. We are all students of Torah, assuming the work in good faith and with a
sense of ultimate understanding, with the help of Him, Who is the ultimate Torah-
Teacher.

Daniel Siegel
June, 1975

Is the synagogue a symbol? Is it “the larger symbol” containing many smaller symbols? Does the
synagogue structure’serve to symbolize one thing to the Jewish community using it and something
else — at the same time — to the non-Jewish community viewing it? Does this multi-functional role
apply to other symbols?

The relationship of study and action is an interesting one. In what ways will the study aspects of
this unit influence the action USYer s undertake?

Itis hoped that, in part, learning to appreciate the values of the synagogue will encourage USYers
to strengthen their ties with all aspects of the programs undertaken there, We hope, as well, that
through arts and crafts projects at the regional encampments, many USYers will create new or tradi-
tional symbols which will be shared with the home synagogue, either to be shown on display or to be
used with other ritual objects during the year. Each USYer is not only a member of his chapter, but
also of his synagogue.

IV-15



IV-16

HILCHOT BEIT HAKNESSET

USY, although stressing the importance of home observance, is to a large
degrgae a synagogue-oriented organization. Its members are frequently meeting,
praying, and studying inside buildings variously referred to as synagogues, shuls,
temples or Batay Knesset. These synagogues range in size, style, and organization
from the modest Bnai Isaac of Aberdeen, South Dakota, to the small-but-larger one
in Spokane, Washington, all the way up to the over-20-acres complex of Beth
Shalom in Kansas City. Leisure time at kinnusim and conventions and
encampments is often filled with give-and-take discussion about the nature of the
USYer's experience as he grew up in his own particular synagogue: under a tree at
HaNegev's encampment in Hendersonville, North Carolina, a USYer from
Huntsville, Alabama will listen and react to what it was like “growing up Jewish” at
Ahavath Achim in Atlanta. It is the purpose of this source material to make a formal
study of the traditional texts concerning the Beit Knesset. By examining the
Halacha-laws relating to this institution, it is hoped that USYers will gain a
sharpened sense of what a synagogue is and what it can be, should be, might be,
would be, ought to be.

Upon entering this world, the Jewish youth, naturally enough, played no part in
determining what their synagogue would be like. It was inherited, in most
instances, from the post-War generation and its particular sense of values. More
and more, however, USYers have asked to take an active role in their synagogue’s
activities, and in many cases, the USY president sits on the synagogue board as a
voting or non-voting member. In addition, during the college years and afterwards,
out in the Great Big Wide World Out There, the former USYer will have to make
decisions for himself: what synagogue do | join, how do | take an active,
meaningful part in its work, what do | do now, seeing that the building must be

- moved—what shall it look like? What is to be built first? The school? The

sanctuary?

All of these decisions demand a refined sense of Jewish values, and it is hoped
that some of this material, and supplemental material in later years, will be a guide
in the decision-making processes. Indeed, when the USYers of Columbus, Georgia
constructed their own chapel, in the woods behind the synagogue, they fully
realized the importance of preliminary investigation: what exactly does constitute
a synagogue? What are the priorities? What is absolutely essential, and what is
only secondary? The result of their study and building is a credit to the process of
Talmud and Ma’aseh—study and Mitzvah—activity.

The Shulhan Aruch (and its various commentaries) has been selected as the
basis of the study material, because it is an excellent starting point for the study of
any topic of Jewish-Legal importance. Since the 16th Century when Rav Yosef
Karo compiled the text in Tzefat it has served as the Basic Basis (though not the
exclusive one) for Halachic-legal matters in Jewish life.

Unfortunately, there is no complete translation of the Shulhan Aruch, so | have
attempted to make the text readable, while retaining as much as possible the literal
meaning of the text. Translations which “sweeten” the harsher aspects of Jewish
tradition often do a great injustice and disservice to the serious student of Torah,
and he often finds himself asking, “Just what does the original state? |, therefore,
chose to be as faithful to the original Hebrew as possible. It is, of course,
preferable to study directly from the original, and even if the USYer cannot do this
in every instance, there are enough passages where the Hebrew is easily under-
standable, that it would be beneficial to refer to the Hebrew wherever and whenever
possible.




Two notes, one philological-etymological, and one existenial-lyrical :

(1) There are many terms we use for a synagogue. | would like to summarize their
essential, literal meanings. By listening to which term a person uses to refer to
something, we may often discover what his specific relationship to that thing is.
Connotatively speaking, a temple is hardly identical with a shul. Denotatively,
these are the terms----

Bet Knesset noi> nv2 : a gathering-house. The root D3> as in
Kinnus, Knesset, means to get together. ' ' '

Synagogue: the Liddell and Scott Greek-Er_rg//sh Lexicon defines synagogue

SUVAYW as a bringing together, a gathering, a place of assembly.

Temple: The Oxford Universal Dictionary derives the word from the Latin
templum, giving the following definitions: |. An edifice or place regarded primarily
as the dwelling-place or ‘house’ of a deity or deities; hence, an edifice devoted to
divine worship. b. spec. the sacred edifice at Jerusalem, the House of the Lord. . . .
2. transf. [in transferred use] a building dedicated to public Christian worship, a
church, esp. applied to a large or grand edifice.

Shtiebl Y3vw : a Yiddish word meaning “A room.” From the German
Stube, room.

Shul  Y3w : Yiddish, from the German Schule, meaning a school.

(2) Suffice it to say that any USYer who has been a participant in the Eastern
European Pilgrimage, and who has been in the synagogues of Moscow, Kiev,
Leningrad, Prague, Cracow, Budapest, Tblisi, or Warsaw has been radically
re-oriented as to what a shul is all about, how a Jew and his unique building
interact, what values are important and which are not-so-important. Just being
there and praying with the Jews of Eastern Europe brings on an immense feeling of
new perspective. | was privileged to be a part of the 1972 Eastern European
Pilgrimage Staff, and have attempted at certain points in the text to bring moments
of that experience to bear on the Shulhan Aruch’s insights.

One final note. | would iike to thank my 231 ,#712 ,72Mm Rabbi Jonathan
Porath, with whom | originally prepared the preliminary material on this subject a
few years ago for a CHUSY convention. For the past 16 years we have been Torah-
Chaverim, sharingyax 777 *7no1 #7110 700 , insights into the Words and
the World. His absolutely unique sense of Halacha, Mitzvot, and Talmud Torah
have beena x311137 X3?X12 , aflaming torch of light in my life, studies, and
writings.

When he took me by the hand through the Soviet Union and taught me the ways
of Warsaw, Cracow, Mauthausen, Majdanek, and Auschwitz, | knew we would for-
ever be tied together soul-to-soul.

May it be His will that we continue together in such fashion for the next 90 years.

Daniel Siegel

It must be pointed out that while the Shulhan Aruch is an extremely important source for studying
Jewish law, it represents an approach and an authority of one time period in the span of Jewish
history. Thus, the legal decisions summarized in the Shulhan Aruch reflect social and economic
conditions of the Middle Ages, interpreting and explaining laws and customs which often originated
much earlier, either during biblical or talmudic times. On the other hand, halachic decisions made to-
day, for instance, by the Conservative Movement, take into consideration such previous legal
decisions (recorded in codes and compilations such as the Arba’ah Turim, the Shulhan Aruch, Ram-
bam’s Mishnah Torah, with their many commentaries) as well as scientific advancements or social
conditions which may necessitate further research or study before establishing a statement of law. In
addition, practices of the Conservative Movement are shaped, to a degree, by conditions which may
differ from one locality to another, but are rooted in the many precedents handed down to us
combined with constant re-evaluation of present circumstance. It is with this understanding of
process, nonethelgss, that the basis of our studies will be a text written shortly after 1500, and the
various commentaries on it. As the study material makes clear, this is a “starting point,” a handle by
which we can first grasp our topic with deliberate direction.

Beit Knesset is, literally “House of Assembly.” The plural is Batay Knesset ( noad *ha )
“Houses of Assembly.”
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HILCHOT BEIT HAKNESSET
From the Shuthan Aruch
Orah Hayyim

150: Building a Synagogue, and How High It Should Be

150:1 Members of a community may force each other to build a Beit Knesset,
and to buy a Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings.

force: Talmudic and Halachic texts allow for the use of societal and peer-group
pressure at certain times, for the sake of particular Mitzvot. For example, in some
situations, pressure may be applied on individuals to contribute to certain
Tzedakah-projects.

force: And even the minority [of the community] may force the majority. (Mishna
Berura)

force: And so much the more so, in small communities, members may force one
another to come to the Bet Knesset to fill out the 10 men needed for a minyan, if it
does not cause undue difficulties for the man. (Ateret Zekaynim)

build: And if they don’t have the means to build, in any event they are required to
rent a place to be set aside for prayer. (Mishna Berura)

build: One [halachic authority] has written that a synagogue should not be built
by idol worshippers. (Be'ur Halachah referring to the Birkay Yosef)

Prophets: Some congregations still use handwritten scrolis of the Prophets for
the reading of the Haftarah.

Writings: So that anyone from the congregation may read them. It appears to me
that this rule applies only in those days when only Torah, Prophets, and Writings
were written, but now they are required to purchase Taimuds for young and old to
study from. (Magen Avraham)

Writings: With the advent of printing and the easy accessibility of books, a
simple extension of this law is to make cure provision is made for a library in the
Beit Knesset. Everyone should be allowed the opportunity of enjoying the use of
Jewish books free of charge.

The Hebrew text of the Shulhan Aruch has, as can easily be noticed, many extra letters and little
signs scattered throughout almost every sentence. These letters — in various type styles — indicate
footnotes. They are used to show the many commentators’ notes, explanations, and quotation
sources, scattered around the main text on all sides and frequently in the margin, as well. Thus, in
the first line we are studying the following marks point out footnotes:

N () RTR2 AN 02 nuph A% (8 Db o Ax T es ped A TR

The various sections of the Shuthan Aruch are numbered, which allows for easier cross referen-
cing; each “sub-paragraph” is also numbered. We are beginning with X:3p , whichis Para-
graph #150:1, in the portion entitled Ora'h Hayyim.

What is meant by “those days...”? Don't forget the original distinction between the “Written
Torah” (the Bible) and the “Oral Torah” (Talmud). Later, of course, both were kept in written form.

Is a book (primarily a “traditional” text) to be considered a symbol? What is the significance of
Jews being called the “People of the Book”? Is that “Book" the Torah, or any sacred text?




library should become a haven for non-stealing. Libraries every-
Wh;zea?gr:jzgp?gtlé% by bz)/rrowers who never return the books, to the detriment of
the rest of the community. On the door of the Vancouver, B.C., J.C.C. library there
is a copy of an article from some American newspaper reporting that some of these
“forever-borrowers” in an Arizona town were prosecute_d ar)d put in jail, since, by
law, this “procedure” is considered stealing. Librar‘les in synagogues should
eliminate any urge for ethical “sloppiness” or common inconsideration. .

In the last synagogue in Leningrad there is a Ioc_ked book room with some
10,000 volumes of Talmud, Law Codes, and other Jewish texts to which the Jews
are denied access. In Warsaw, old books are stacked in big piles in the synagogue,
for lack of Jews to study them. It is impossible to take them out of the country,
other than one by one (with the permission of the Gabbai), and even then, there is
the risk that they will be confiscated at the border. How very much we ought to take
advantage of our North American Jewish freedom and vitality by putting to full use
the books jamming the shelves of our local synagogue libraries!

In many communities across North America, Jewish organizations sponsor
book sales, the proceeds of which go to Brandeis University, the local community,
or some similar institution. In Chicago, the Brandeis Book Fair is housed in a
circus tent-—so many are the volumes being offered for sale. Among these books
are numerous OIld Siddurim, Mahzorim, and religious texts, no doubt brought to
this country by someone’s father or grandmother or great-uncle. Now the children
and grandchildren can no longer read or understand the Hebrew or Yiddish, and
more likely than not, joke books, paperbacks on gardening, and the like are
grabbed up at the sale before these Sefarim are examined and purchased. It should
be our responsibility to buy books such as these, wherever they are on display, and
to make a point of learning the Hebrew or Yiddish well enough to bring the Words
back to life.

It is unfortunate that too many books in Jewish libraries look too-new,
too-fresh, too-never-having-been-leafed-through. They look nice: like cosmetic-
ized corpses in some funeral homes where the deceased “looks like he just got
back from a vacation in Miami.”

Though books that look “too new” may never have been read it is important to remember that books
should be treated carefully, and not made to look old before they are!

Is‘the‘re any sense in' not placing a Siddur, Humash, volume of Talmud, etc., upside down, or in
turning it right-side up if you see it put down the wrong way on a table?

If you are using bptﬁ Yh? Heb/_'ew quotation and English translation you will note that in paragraphs
where part of the original is omitted, the part which appears in transliation is underlined in Hebrew.

The word “Note” which appear in many of the paragraphs is used to transiate 1an . Actu-
ally, while the main body of the Shulhan Aruch was written by Yosef Karo (and leans toward practices
of the Sephardic communities) there are frequent “notes” offered by Rav Moses Isserles (known from
his initials as the Rama, X"n9 ) citing the Ashkenazic practice. Sometimes “note” will be
an interpretation of Karo's ruling or will give further detail; often it provides a different opinion.
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150:2 The Beit Knesset must be built on the high point of the city. It must be
high encugh so that it is higher than any other of the city’s buildings that are in
use. ...[Note: In time of distress or when there is fear of the government which
prevents them from building a Beit Knesset according to these rules, it is
permissible to pray in a house, even though people live upstairs, as long as the
people upstairs keep their quarters clean.]

the city’s buildings: Nowadays we are not so fastidious about this, since the
government buildings are so high, there is no easily recognizable distinction for
the synagogue building. (Ba'er Hetev [18th Century, Poland])

Naturally, in skyscraper-cities, this quality of “identifiability-by-height”cannot
be preserved, though there are some smaller towns where, in specific neighbor-
hoods, it would be possible to build a building so that its height would readily
make it stand out.

Alternatively, the architecture and structure of the building ought to be such
that from a distance the Beit Knesset will be immediately perceived as being of
great importance to the community.

distress. . . fear of the government: In certain times under Roman rule, and
during Inquisition and post-Inquisition times, we may easily imagine groups of
Jews gathering in people’s homes to pray secretly. For an interesting literary treat-
ment of this theme, read “The Legend of the Last Jew on Earth” in Arthur A.
Cohen’s In the Days of Simon Stern, Dell paperback, pp. 120-152.

There were times when the ruling Christian authorities would not permit the synagogue to be the
highest structure in a city, so the rabbis ingeniously suggested that the synagogue be “built down”
(i.e., below ground level). In that way, even if the building did not appear to be the tallest structure, it
did have, in fact, the longest measurement from top to bottom. Does such ingenuity fulfill the
original purpose of this law? Does it add to or detract from the value of the whole legal system? Is
there merit to such a “compromise’ or is the solution merely a test of mental acrobatics?

e MK OO OMBIR WY NDIAT DS WD A Mmoo °

150: 3 If a man has made his house higher than the Beit Knesset, there are those
who say he may be forced to lower it.
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higher: By extension, making a private home more lavish or fancy than the Beit
Knesset would be considered, perhaps, an act of shaming the Beit Knesset.

Do you think the “extension” holds true, or that height, not lavishness, was the real thrust of the
law?
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150:5 .. .[Note: The bimah is to be placed in the center of the Beit Knesset. This
is where the Torah-reader shall stand, so that everyone may hear. When the sheliah
Tzibbur prays, he shall face the Holy (Ark). The seating plan is as follows: the
elders sit in rows facing the congregation, and the rest of the people sit in rows
facing the Ark and the elders.]

The bimah: There should be no more than 6 steps leading up to the Bima.
(Magen Avraham quoting the Zohar)

The dangers of an ultra-high bima are well illustrated by the following story
from the Jerusalem Talmud [Yevamot 12:6]:

The townpeople of Simoniah came to Rebbi [Rabbi Yehuda HaNassi] and said,
“We would like to have a man who can interpret ' Torah for us, judge us, supervise
our Beit Knesset activities, teach us elementary and advanced Torah, and oversee
whatever our needs might be.”

Rebbi gave them Levi bar Sisi.

The Simonians made him a big bimah, sat him upon it, and approached him
with a Halachic question. He did not answer.

They asked him another, and he did not answer.

They said, “Perhaps he is not an expert in Halachah. Let us ask him something
from Aggadah.” So they asked him to explain a verse from the Book of Daniel—and
he still did not answer.

They went back to Rebbi and said, “Is this the way you satisfy our requests?”’

He replied. “I swear | have given you a man as good as myself. Bring him here.”

Rebbi asked him the same three questions, and he immediately gave
substantial worthy answers. So he asked, “Why did you not answer them when
they asked?”

He replied, “They made me this huge bimah, and sat me upon it, and | became
so wrapped up in my own self-importance, | could not function properly.”

The bimah: And when the Sheliah Tzibbur is ready to lead the prayers, he goes
down to the ground [floor] in front of the Ark, with his face towards the Ark like the
rest of the people. (Tur, Orah Hayyim, 150, end)

Not only in the case of teaching or deliverying a sermon, such as was true with
Levi bar Sisi, but particularly for prayer, it is of the utmost importance that the
leader should be physically at a lower station. Archeological finds in Israel have
substantiated that the Sheliah Tzibbur, when leading the prayers, wouid stand on a
level lower than the congregation because “From the depths | call out to you”
[Psalms 130:1], being on a lower physical level encourages the humility necessary
for prayer.

in the center: This is an ancient custom....In some locations they have torn
down this custom of our ancestors by placing the bimah next to the Holy Ark,
because they desired to follow the ways of the goyyim as they do in their temples.
One may describe them by the following verse, “Israel forget their Creator by build-
ing temples.” [Hosea 8:14] (Be'ur Halachah)

In some modern synagogues, the congregants are returning to this principle,
placing the bimah among the people. In sanctuaries where there are no permanent
seats, it would be a relatively simpie matter to rearrange the location of the Torah-
reading by bringing the reader’s stand into the middle of the Jews.

Why does. the Torah-reader face “out” (i.e., toward the congregants) while the Shaliah Tzibbur
(representative of the community for prayer, such as the Hazzan) face away from the congregants

(i.e.‘, in the same direction most of them face)? Consider, in each case, the source of the words being
recited, and the “hearer.”

Ma}ny Conservative synagogues are not set-up as described in the Shulpan Aruch. What are some
possible reasons to have the rabbi and cantor face the congregation? Do those leading a service today
help lead the congregants as well as serving as a “representative’’?
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Sheliah Tzibbur: Literally, the Congregation’s Messenger—he who is
responsible for inducing prayer-with-kavvanah (intent, uplift, concentration,
intensity), making it a unit (ThePrayerOfTheCongregation), and placing it in
presentable form before the Holy One, Blessed Be He, the Kadosh Baruch Hu.

“Hazzan” in Talmudic times referred more to what would be a Shamash today, a
person who takes care of certain synagogue affairs. The hazzan’s work, | imagine,
also included some of the things now done by the “custodial staff.”

“Cantor”—tfrom the Latin canto, cantare, “to sing” implies merely a singer.

The Talmud and Shulhan Aruch provide rules for selecting who is worthy of
serving as a Sheliah Tzibbur and how he must prepare himself for this immense
responsibility of making hundreds of individual prayers into a PrayerOfTheCongre-
gation.

the Holy (Ark): An Aron is simply a box, chest, closet. What is put inside of it
causes it to become holy.

An Aron is also a coffin. (Coffins, according to Halachah, should be simply a
box.) From the time the Jews left Egypt until they entered Aretz, they carried with
them two Aronot: one contained the Tablets of the 10 Commandments (and the
broken pieces of the first Tablets), and the other contained the bones of Joseph.
On his deathbed, Joseph had made his children swear that they would take his
bones out of Egypt for reburial in Israel. According to the Midrash, Moses was
taken by Asher’s daughter, Serach, to Joseph’s body, which had been sunk in the
Nile in an iron Aron—caused it to rise and float, and then transferred it to a wooden
box for the pilgrimage to Israel.

Metaphorically speaking, carrying the bones of our ancestors to Israel when we
go on a pilgrimage or make Aliyah is of great spiritual importance.

the elders: Elders, po*i1pT , in Taimudic parlance, does not refer exclusively
to people who are chronologically old. The term may include people whose
wisdom and knowledge is such that they are insightful and seasoned guides in the
ways of Torah as it relates to the members of the community. Indeed, Rabbi Elazar
ben Azariah was only 18 years old when he was appointed leader of his Yeshiva-
Academy. v

Where there are, sadly, no elders in a particular community, should their chairs
be left vacant, until the congregation produces one of its own or brings one from
another locale? :

the elders: A certain test of the values of a society is the society’s terminology
for those functioning within its structure. We have discovered that there were
people called Rav, Sheliah Tzibbur, Hazzan, and Zaken in the Talmudic Bet
Knesset. There is apparently no Talmudic term for “usher.”

[n.b.: The Talmud states (Berachot 31a), “When Rabbi Akiva would pray for
himself, (i.e., when he was not acting as Sheliah Tzibbur), he would begin in one
corner, and by the end of the Tefillot he would be found in another corner.”

The freedom of movement many desire in a synagogue is best afforded where
there are no permanent seats. In the Vizhnitzer Chassidishe Shtiebl in Meah
Shearim, one may fully participate in this aspect of prayer-body dynamics. People
are wandering everywhere, hands and feet are in motion, and at moments the
hands join for a dance. During Lecha Dodi they form a circle and sing their
melodies and circle the reader’s-stand, a wedding dance, since Shabbat is a Bride,
worthy of being greeted in wedding-celebration fashion.

What does the metaphor mean, and what value is there to “carrying the bones” in this sense?

Various homiletical interpretations of the word TY3pTY (Elders) are given in the Talmud
{Kiddushin 32 b). Consider these two:

The word “elder” really means “wise one.” .0on XK 7pT 71K

And making a play on the words ar (this one) 73pw  (who acquired) Rabbi Yose
Hagalili said, “Zaken (Elder) is one who acquired wisdom.” .
<1220 TIpT D RVK IpPT 7R MIK *Hrhan q0a (N

Freedom of movement, serves an important function in prayer. Can there be other purposes served
by “decorum”? Under which circumstances is learning or teaching during Tefilot more easily
achieved? Are there times when study and prayer should be united? Are there times when they should
remain separate? Can there be “fixed seats” while still allowing individual movement?

How do most Conservative congregations weicome the Shabbat Bride during the Lecha Dodi? Is
this a good example of “movement within decorum”?
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151:1 The Laws Concerning the Holiness of the Beit Knesset

151:1 In Batay Knesset and Batay Midrash one does not goof off, such as laugh,
kid around, or engage in zero-conversation. One does not eat or drink in these
[buildings], nor get dressed up super-fancy, nor stroll around, nor may one come
inside on hot days because of the heat or on rainy days because of the rain.
Talmiday Hachamim and their students may eat and drink in them if it is absolutely
necessary. [Note: Some say (they may eat) in the Beit Midrash even if
extraordinary circumstances do not prevail.] One does not conduct business in
these buildings, except if they are matters of mitzvah-business, such as budgeting
Tzedakah funds and redeeming captives. Eulogies are not to be recited there,
except if the eulogy is for one of the important members of the community for
which purpose the entire community comes to pay respects. If, however, one must
enter these buildings for purely personal reasons, as for example, to locate
someone, he should study a little or recite some text and read it over, so that it will
not appear that he has entered simply for his own benefit. And if he does not know
how to study Tanach [Bible] or Mishna, he should say to one of the children there,
“Read me the verse you are studying,”—or he should simply stay a while and then
leave, for the very act of sitting in these buildings is a Mitzvah, as it is written,
“Happy are they who sitin Yourhouse. ...” (Psalms 84:5)

goof off: That is, senseless, meaningless goofing off. However, goofing off and

playing around can be made Kadosh-holy in many situations: on Purim, on
Simhat Torah, and for the Mitzvah of bringing joy to a bride and groom.

Rav Shmuel bar Rav Yitzhak would dance around while simultaneously juggling
3 myrtle branches—for the sake of making the bride happy. Despite the doubts and
grumpiness of some of Rav Shmuel bar Rav Yitzhak’s colleagues, the Talmud
records divine approval of this seemingly childish behavior. (Ketubot 17a)

it once happened that 60 of the Ma’alot children were spending a week at a
resort as the guests of the City of Ashkelon. A group of 4 or 5 Yeshiva boys came
down from Jerusalem expressly for the purpose of singing and playing music for
them, and. goofing off with funny faces and jokes and imitations of Americans-in-
Israel — in order to make them laugh and forget, at least for a moment, the
memories of the massacre. This is a clear example of goofing off LeShaym
Shamayim, for the Sake of Heaven.

We should perhaps introduce into our Hebrew School and Day School curricula
a course in Goofing Off LeShaym Shamayim. Sacred Clowning is by no means an
easy art to master.

Batay Knesset, recall, is the plural of Beit Knesset. Batay Midrash (singular: Beit Midrash) means
“Houses of Learning,” schools.

Does the end of this paragraph seem to indicate that knowledge will be gained by osmosis, just by
being in the building for a while one will gain some wisdom? Does the law deal with gaining know-
ledge or the way to treat the building? Is the buiiding structure important in and of itseif, or because
of what goes on inside? (Come back to this question after studying paragraph 151:10.)
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zero-conversation: The Hebrew is 71%v2 nn>w , Sihah Betaylah. The root

Y01 carries the meaning of worthless, something wh|ch has no value in the wide
spectrum of Menschlichkeit. Sihah Betaylah means words that are no more than air
and vocal cords and speech rhythms, signifying nothing, contributing nothing
towards Tikkun Olam—the repairing of the world, and the molding of Menschen.
Torah-words can be reduced to Sihah Betaylah if uttered with the utmost wrong,
vicious, or careless intent, and, conversely, even an Ouch or Oy or grunt, partial
words, more sounds than syllables can be woven into speech as eloquent as the
finest poetry.

A classic example of speech-adulteration is the latterday beer jingle that goes
something like this: “When you say ‘Bud,’ you've said a lot of things nobody else
can say....When you say ‘Budweiser,’ you've said it all.”

super-fancy: “Dressed-up” is sufficient.

stroll around: The Shulhan Aruch is saying that a building wherein people walk
around aimlessly is apparently a building offering no significance to people’s lives.
the heat: The Talmud (Keutbot 112a-b} records a curious story:

Rabbi Ammi and Rabbi Assi{while in Aretz] would get up out of the sun into the
shade [on cool days] and would go from the shade to the sun [on hot days].

Rashi remarks, “So they wouldn’t kvetch about living in Aretz.”

That meaning is: they themselves, and others like them, should not think that
they were in Israel just for a vacation or for personal comfort, but rather, they were
there because it was a Mitzvah to live in Eretz Yisrael.

Similarly with the synagogue—to use a holy building such as a synagogue
merely as a protection from the weather would be a watering-down of its reason for
existence, and, therefore, a desecration of its sanctity.

Talmiday Hachamin g pon »71°»n%n: Sages who are still students. The
Talmid Hacham always considered himself a student.

If they will have to go home every time they have to eat and drink, their studies
will be seriously interrupted. Therefore, if the Beit Knesset is not used for study,
they may not eat there. (Magen Avraham)

eat and drink: In another section of the Shulhan Aruch [Orah Hayyim 269], which
discusses the laws of Shabbat, provision is made under certain conditions, for
eating in the Beit Knesset:

It is the custom to make Kiddush in the Beit Knesset. The one who recites
Kiddush should not taste the Kiddush wine, but rather should give it to a child to
taste, since Kiddush should be recited only where there is a meal, and originally
[this practice of reciting Kiddush in the Beit Knesset] was instituted for the way-
faring guests who are eating there, [the recitation thereby] allowing them to fulfill
their obligation for Kiddush. Nowadays, even though passers-through do not eat in
the Beit Knesset, the practice [of reciting Kiddush] has not been abandoned, which
is the reason why there are still places that make Kiddush in the Beit Knesset.
However, it is better not to make Kiddush in the Beit Knesset, and thus is the
custom of Eretz Yisrael.

What is wrong with getting dressed up to go to the Beit Knesset; isn't that a sign of respect? The
Hebrew word being considered is 1Y0DWPND (preen) coming from a root vwp which
means "“to ornament”. What is the real prohibition here?

Can there be a permissible “secular” use to “holy” building? The synagogue is known as a “House
of Study” ( WTIID N2 ), a “House of Prayer” ( N2%BN N*3 ) and a “House of
Gathering’’( ND3> nv 2 ). Is it not possible that the structure might serve important com-
munal/social functions that are permitted? Should a synagogue be used to house people in cases of
emergency, such as flooding?




n the time of Rav Yosef Karo (16th Century, Tzefat)

travelers were no longer fed and lodged in the Beit Knesset, we see that it was an
ancient and well-established custom. This might well be revived in our day,
particularly for the benefit of the traveling hitchhikers and modllf:ed Jewish jet-
setters. During the peak vacation and summer seasons, they wou d be encouraged
to travel “Jewishly” if they were aware of the facilities at their disposal for Shabbat
meals in a Shabbat environment. Often enough, mdn_ndqal members of congrega-
tions around the country are willing to provide hospﬁalnty for sucl’_1 travelers, and
the men and women “on the road” should make it a habit of contacting the Jews of
the next town on their itinerary before they arrive. Perhaps a catalogue of willing
Batay Knesset and Jews around the country should be published ca}’lled, Resting
Your Soles and Souls—A Hachnasat Orhim Guide to North_ America.” o

The Magen Avraham indicates that the meal is served “in the building ad;c_)mmg
the synagogue” which, nowadays, is comparable to any one of the rooms in the
same building with the sanctuary. . - .

The Ba'er Hetev notes that a prominent Rabbi, the Maharil, made it his practice
to purchase the wine for Kiddush and Havdalah for his Beit Knesset. He also
mentions that it is permissable to feed children during Shaharit, before Kiddush,
since it is best not to make the experience in synagogue difficult for children.

conduct business: Finances and budgets per se are not looked down upon. The
Taimud and Shulhan Aruch merely differentiate between affairs which are
Mitzvah-oriented, and those which are purely secular. Thus, Mitzvah-money may
be discussed within the precincts of the Beit Knesset, and, indeed, they may be
spoken of on the Shabbat.

During the past 10 years, we have availed ourselves of this kind of discussion in
the matter of Soviet Jews, which is a classic case of D»?1312w 11*79, the
Mitzvah of redeeming captives. It is to our credit that much of the protest-work has
been carried out through the agency of the Beit Knesset.

important members: That is to say, for the relative of one of the prominent
members has passed away, as in the case of Rifram who eulogized his daughter-in-
law in the synagogue. (Magen Avraham; Megillah 28b)

The Talmud (Moed Katan 21b) illustrates how the great man ought to conduct
himself on such occasions:

When the sons of Rabbi Akiva died, all Israel came [into the synagogue] and
eulogized them, reciting very great eulogies. As they were about to leave, Rabbi
Akiva stood on a high bench and said, “Our brothers, the House of Israel,
listen. .. .| have been comforted, because of the honor you have done. If you have
done this for Akiva, see how many Akiva’'s there are in the street. Rather, you have
said, ‘God’s Torah is in his heart’ [Psalms 37:31], and therefore, [since you have
honored the Torah], your reward is doubled. Return to your homes in peace.”

Akiva, as others in the time of the Talmud, clearly recognized that they were
everyday-people, and if they were to be considered in any way men of distinction,
it would be because of the Torah they had learned and taught. Therefore, the real
honor, as Akiva states, belongs to the Torah.

one should study: Every contact with the synagogue should involve some basic
minimum of Torah-study, so that there will be a meaning to one’s coming within its
walls.

Despite the fact that i

Would a briet D'var Torah at the beginning of a USY chapter meeting be fulfilling this obligation?

to one of the children: The Shulhan Aruch clearly recognizes that one should
feel no shame or embarrassment when asking someone well his junior, even the
youngest child, to teach him some Torah. Akiva himself was not embarrassed to
begin studying Torah at 40.

the very act of sitting in these buildings is a Mitzvah: The primary purpose of
taking the USYers to Russia and Eastern Europe is not to smuggle in Siddurim and
Magen-David’s, but to be a presence, a living vital contact for the Soviet Jews with
Jews free to live and Mitzvah-act Jewish. It is important to be there with the Jews,
whether you are praying or not.

One cannot avoid being effected while sitting in a Beit Knesset or a Beit
Midrash: people are praying, people are studying Torah. Somewhere in the things
going on, beyond the sources of the disenchanted Jew’s disgruntlement, is a hint
of the mystery of the meaning of being a part of the Jewish people.
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151:3 One may not sleep in a Beit Knesset, not even a short nap, though this is
permitted in a Beit Midrash.

sleep: One is required to scold those who sleep in the synagogue, and so much
the more those who sleep during the sermon....One does not respond.
“Gezundheit” to someone who has sneezed while in the synagogue. (Ba'er Hetev)

This sub-paragraph cannot be studied by itself. It receives more explanation and elucidation in sec-
tion 151:4. This interweaving is typical of most Jewish legal texts, and therefore it is not always con-
clusive to bring one isolated statement as “proof” for a particular point of view. There are often state-
ments which refine and modify — or even countermand! — a given statement that seems, on first
glance, quite simple.

Does this reference to Beit Knesset apply to the entire synagogue structure, or just to the
“Sanctuary” portion of the building? This question should be considered throughout the discussion,
since our present day buildings often combine a sanctuary, social hall, and school wing.
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151:4 If some synagogue-necessity is involved, it is permitted to eat and sieep in
the building. For this reason people sleep in the synagogue on the night of Yom
Kippur. . ..And even if it is necessary for some other Mitzvah. . . .it is permitted to
eat there.

some other Mitzvah: He [the Shulhan Aruch] means to say, ‘Excluding a
Mitzvah-meal where there will be drunkenness’—which is forbidden even in a Beit
Midrash. In any event, those who rule leniently about making a meal for a Siyyum
in the Beit Midrash because there is no other place affording such space—one
should not restrain them [from having a Siyyum-meal there]. (Mishna Berura)

A Siyyum is a ceremony whereby a person formally concludes the study of a
Masechet (Large Section, Tractate) of the Talmud. The one who is celebrating
invites his friends, rebbis, and students to hear him teach the closing portion of
the Masechet. A special Kaddish is then recited, and a Mitzvah-meal follows, often
accompanied by singing and dancing. Siyyumim were and are joyous events
wherein the community shares the Simba of the Talmud student who has
completed a sizable chunk of the Talmud. Together they wish him well, and en-
courage him to return to that Masechet and complete it again.

Apparently, from the Mishna Berura’s remarks, Siyyumim were extraordinarily
well attended, and because the focal point of the Simha was Torah, it was assumed
that people would not get carried away with their drinking, but would combine
Torah and Simha in a manner befitting Menschlich Jews.




There is a classical Midrash about drinking and drunkenness. It speaks of
- Noah, who planted the first vineyard [Tanhuma, Noah, 13]: o '
When Noah was about to plant the vineyard, Satan [the Evil Inc_lmatton personi-
fied] appeared and stood before him. He said, “What are you planting?”
He answered, “A Vineyard.”

He asked, “What is it like?” . _ '
He answered, “Its fruit is sweet, whether moist or dry, and wine, which makes

hearts joyous, is made from it [As it is written (Psalms 104:15), ‘Wine makes the
heart of man joyous.’] L .
Satan said to him, “Come, let us plant this vineyard together.

He said, “All right.” _
What did Satan do? He brought a lamb and slaughtered it at the base of the

vine. Then he brought a lion and did the same, {:\nd then a pig, and finally a
monkey. The blood dripped down and irrigated t.he vmgyard. o

Satan thereby indicated that before a man drinks wine, he is innocent as a lamb
who knows nothing, and like a silent ewe waiting to be sheared.. If h'e qrmks
properly, he becomes courageous like a lion and says there is none like him in the
entire world. Once he drinks too much, he becomes like a pig, making himself
filthy in his own urine and excrement. When he becomes completely soused, he
becomes like a monkey, dancing and playing around, uttering obscenities and
having no sense of what he is doing.

Which is exactly what happened to Noah.

Lion-like Simha is what the Shulhan Aruch-allows in its ruling.

What are other examples of “lion-like Simha”? This Midrash is based upon the idea of moderat{on.
Do note while extreme drinking is forbidden, abstinance (or celibacy) is not considered a desired
state in Judaism.
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151:5 If a synagogue has two doors, one may not go in one to make it a shortcut
to get to and out the other door. . ..

shortcut: Similar to the ruling in 151:1, we are told not toabuse our synagogues
by using them for anything other than purposes that are related to
Kedushah-holiness. Nowadays, there are people who enjoy picnicking in cemeter-
ies (some of them are indeed so lovely and lavishly landscaped as to make it a fine
spot to nosh—were it not for the graves), and while this ruling is not as stark as
picnics-and-cemeteries, it is a reminder that a division between Kodesh (holy) and
Hol (secular) must be preserved in our everyday lives.

The Havdalah prayer is an excellent opportunity for the Jew to establish this
theme during the forthcoming week. It reminds him that he must be fastidious and
skitiful in the art of differentiating:

Praised be You, O Lord, our God, King of the universe, Who differentiates
between holy and secular, light and darkness, Israel and non-Jews, and between
the 7th day and the 6 workdays.

As He has set up these divisions in time, space, peoples, and natural
phenomena, so, too, we are asked to clarify in our own lives the divisions between
the significant and the inconsequential, the sublime and the incredibly diddly, the
Menschlich and the adulterated ways of living. :

Maimonides, mentioned in the Be'ur Halachah, states it simply, and forcefully:
It is forbidden to enter them [synagogues] except for Mitzvah-purposes.

Do you feel there should be a division between holy and secular, or that we should try to invest our
secular activities with as much “holiness” as possible? Can the holy be ap’;)reciated without the
secular? Can we understand good in absolute terms, or only at it relates to evil:
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Metaphorically speaking, it would be wise to ask what is the nature and
purpose of the “Shortcuts” we have technologized into our lives. The problem is
critical in the area of old age: people are free, after a certain number of years, to
“retire.” Too often this means a vacant era of golf, longlong walks, and cardgames.
Boredom and ennui. Or worse, the “convalescent home.” Without the sense of
depth and value, the end-years of so many lives are spent fighting off the Angel
while yawning with emptiness.

One need only spend 5 minutes at Yad LaKashish(Life Line for the Old) in
Jerusalem, to see the work of Mrs. Miriam Mendelow. In a series of workshops
employing well over 100 elderly people, she has proven that being old is a source of
dignity, pride, and enthusiasm. Yad is located at 12 Shiviai Yisrae! St., phone
287-829. Go, watch, be watched. The rest, as Hillel would have said it, is
commentary.

What is “the Angel”?
[The reference is to the Angel of Death, the (symbolic) representation of death.]
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151:6 ....There are those who forbid entering a Beit Knesset with a long
knife. ...

knife: Prayer lengthens man’s days, and the knife makes them shorter. .. .And
the Shulhan Aruch mentions [Orah Hayyim 180:5], “It is customary to cover the
knives when it is time to say the Birkat HaMazon. . .."” [Taz]

The long knife is blatantly contradictory to the spirit of the synagogue. it
should be removed before entering. A short knife, necessary for those who have to
eat there (in those days), could, however, be covered in a sheath of some sort.

Unfortunately, some synagogues have to employ armed guards for the High
Holidays. '

Concerning covering the knives after a meal—

There are two reasons. One, that iron shorten’s man’s life, and it is not proper
to have it on the Table, which is like an altar, which lenghten’s man’s life. The other
reason, which is quoted in the name of Rabbeynu Simha is, “Once a man who was
saying Birkat HaMazon came to the blessing about rebuilding Jerusalem
[ a*Pw37* 7312 ], and, recalling the destruction of the Temple, stabbed
himself in the stomach with his knife.” (Mishna Berura, quoting the Bet Yosef)

" A woman who was raised in Freiberg, Germany, explained to me that in their
household they used to cut the meat in the kitchen and bring it to the table already
cut into bite-sized pieces, thus eliminating the need altogether for knives at the
table.

(How) does prayer lengthen one’s days?

Do you think covering or removing knives from the table is“over-doing it,” or that there is value in
such symbolism? Are there other ways to show the same concerns? Do acts of this nature make
sense when viewed as distinct actions, or do the many symbolic acts gain in meaning by being part of
an overall system in which we show values through concrete activities.
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151:8 It is considered proper to clean the mud off one’s feet before coming in to
pray. It is undesirable for one to enter when one’s body or clothes are dirty.

body or clothes are dirty: The following is a selection from the Talmud of
statements concerning clothes and personal cleanliness— _

A man should wash his face, hands, and feet each day for the sake of his
Creator. (Shabbat 50b)

“Let all that you do be for the sake of Heaven”—like Hillel. _

When Hillel would go someplace, they would ask, “Where are you going,
Hillel?”

“l am going to do a Mitzvah.”

“Which Mitzvah, Hillel?”

“l am going to the baths.”

“Is this a Mitzvah?”

He said, “Yes, to keep my body clean. Consider the fact that the man who
scrubs and washes the statues [which were images of the Caesars] in palaces
makes an excelient salary. And not only that, he is considered a man of great
importance. We—who are created in God’s image—ought we not be meticulous
about ourselves?” (Avot D’Rabbi Natan, B, 30 [A similar account is related in
another Midrash wherein Hillel explains that elementary care of the gastro-
intestinal tract is also a Mitzvah.])

A man’s clothes are his honor. (Shemot Rabbah 18:5)

Rabbi Yohanan used to call his clothes, My Honorers.” (Shabbat 113b)

Your Shabbat clothes should not be the same as your weekday clothes.
(Shabbat 113a)

Three things ease a man’s mind: a pleasant place to live, a pleasant wife, and
pleasant clothes. (Berachot 57b)

Rabbi Yosi the son of Rabbi Hanina said, “He who mistreats his clothes will
eventually find no pleasure in them. (Berachot 62b)

Three people’s lives cannot be considered “living”. . . .and there are those that
include, Even one who owns only one set of clothes. Betzah 32b)

One should always eat and drink less than his means allow, dress himself
according to his means, and honor his wife and children beyond his means. (Hulin
84b)

Does this law embody the principle of “clothes make the man”? Can you reconcile the apparent
contradiction between this paragraph and 1571:1?

Study the talmudic statements about the importance of one’s clothing. Do they contradict what
you would have assumed to be the normal Jewish view on the subject? Do these statements refer to
one's clothing only when going to the synagogue, when involved in some “religious” activity, or in
general? . ’
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151:9 The customary way of honoring the [synagogues] is by sweeping and
mopping the floors.

sweeping and mopping : It would be worthwhile to give the synagogue’s janitors
an extra day’s vacation every so often in order to allow the congregation members
the honor of cleaning the building.

The Shulhan Aruch indicates in this passage that a substantial part of many
Mitzvot is laborious, or what might be called coloquially“grunge-work.” While the
higher implications and meanings of Mitzvot often soar to the heart of Heaven, up
to the very Throne of Glory, what is often involved is shlepping, scrubbing, schvitz-
ing, and similar activities. For example:

1. The day-after-day grind of ©»312 %77*1 1yX -Tza'ar Giddul Banim, the
pain and pain-in-the-neck of raising children for a life of Mitzvot. Like shlepping
the “kids” back and forth to Hebrew School.

Like shlepping the “kids” back and forth to Hebrew High School.

Like shlepping the “kids” back and forth to Day School.

2. Driving back and forth to the hospital to fulfill the Mitzvah of

8°930 91p22 Bikkur Cholim, visiting the sick.

3. Standing in the rain for an hour at a funeral.

4. Cooking Thursday night late-nights to prepare a fine meal for Shabbat guests.

5. Rising at 4:30 a.m. day in and day out to plow, sow, and reap the crops of
Eretz Yisrael.

6. Retying the unravelled Tzitzit on the synagogue’s talaytim.

7. Repairing the Siddurim at the synagogue.

8. Running errands for elderly, alone Jews on the Lower East Side. (Contact
Project Ezra in New York) '

The second portion of the paragraph states that another way to honor the synagogue is to light
candles in them. ‘What is the relationship of these two forms of honor?
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151:10 Even after Batay Knesset have been destroyed, they retain their
Kedushah-holiness, and just as they were treated with respect when they were
occupied, so, too, must they be treated with respect in their destroyed state,
except for sweeping and mopping. If weeds have begun to grow, one must uproot
them and leave them where they grew, because of the soul-sadness of it all—that
people should see [the weeds] and be stirred to rebuild it.

retain their kedushah-holiness: So great is the power of man to make seemingly
neutral objects holy (bricks, stone, wood), that even after they have been ruined,
they retain their quality of holiness.

Touring through Europe, particularly Eastern Europe, should include a
thorough itinerary of synagogue visits. Some still flourish, though not as they did
before the Shoah; others are museums, some are desolate, the silence of the ruins
tearing the heart. The overwhelming number simply do not exist anywhere—burn-
ed and turned to ash, carried away in the wind, the land plowed over for streets or
parks. What began with Kristallnacht ["the Night of the Broken Glass”], April
9-10, 1938, when 191 synagogues were set on fire and another 76 completely
destroyed, ended with the statistics approaching numbers that, because they are
so high, drain the reality of its incredible horror. One need only see the wall




adjacent to the Ramo Synagogue in Cracow, built_ qf fragments of Jewish
gravestones, to begin to ask the Questions. Or to sit in the seats of the last
synagogue in Warsaw. Or to ask survivors, “Does your synagogue, the one from
your childhood, still stand?” ) ]

When the European Pilgrimage began visiting the Soviet Union, therg \_/vere'3
synagogues in Moscow for 500,000 Jews. In 1972, there were only 2, and it is said
that one remains now, the one on Arkhipova Street, where the Simhat Torah danc-
ing mentioned in The Jews of Silence took place.

There is one synagogue in Leningrad, for 300,000 Jews.

In the broad historical-sociological study of American Judaism, the serious
student must also take into account the many synagogue-buildings left behind as
the Jews moved to the suburbs. The old synagogue where Al Jolson’s father was
hazzan—what has happened to it? Where is it among the Washington slums? How
many synagogues in Manhattan still stand, abandoned, condemned, remnants of
“those days”? Their books—the Siddurim, Humashim, Talmudim—and their Jews,
where are they?

treated with respect: All items that have been instilled with kedushah, or are by
nature kadosh, must be treated respectfully, even when they have ceased to
function. Sifray Torah and old books are buried in a Genizah, as is well known. The
halachah provides in each case for the specific use-after-usefulness is fulfilled,
and it would do well to examine the passages dealing with Sukkahs after Sukkot,
old Tfillin, old Talaytim, Lutav and Etrog, the Parochet-curtain covering the ark.
May an old Parochet be made into a Tfillin-bag? Is the cloth-part of a Tallit, the

T21 , to be treated the same as the Tzitzit? Is a Menorah considered holy? A
Ner Tamid? These are relevant questions that ought to be researched, so that we
do not intrude or trample on this unique quality of Jewish life—Kedushah.

It once happened that a group of Jewish students at Dickinson College in
Pennsylvania discovered a 200-year-old Talmud in the rare book room of the
library. They sat around, in a group, leafing through its pages, and discovered old
Tzitzit used as bookmarks, notes to a sermon, a handwritten Hebrew calendar.
What might have remained a museum-piece for the school, became, as a result of
their efforts, a serious, moving reality.

Consider, again, the question raised in conjunction with 151:1 — is the building structure impor-
tant in and of itself, or because of what goes on inside? :

Is the %ffo'rr required to taking care of the destroyed building better spent in trying build a new
structure?

How does this law relate to synagogues which are “abandoned” as a result of the changing demog-

raphy of the city-center, and the exodus of the Jewish community to the suburbs.

When considering what may be made into something else, each case has its own particular laws to
be studied. However, the general principleis 12 137712 1°RY w31 a2 Yyn ., “in-
crease the level of holiness, do not decrease it.” (This, by the way, is the rationale for increasing the
number of candles we light on Hanukah each night, rather than starting with eight and decreasing the
number by one each night.)

V-31



IvV-32

MR AP0 1 LNDIT M2 oW MNY KW 2p

23 DNab Mo neasa nra () D N b U R
mARS 132 ROW DIR DA PIR' ROW (X)) R NN

Uz l='a) o) g:) 79 90K 3 bRR NN o910 RN
¥137) 0 (1) 3 w0 vPd ‘Halwn py Mopd 1) A Sty
£ D 1w S ums (emons i o 3% oo
oMne %19%1%N3 W3 IR TITDY 1370 BN 53“( 3)

1993 OV n3 T Ovay penno) s 78 NN

AN WM WY ONN NOY
£30).0070 DL VD m\'si':; O30 ombeps o 11 (3) oo
oo > Ob BY Dan BI Y06y (8) Yok ) ()00 b
: (vo0 w3 b o) : pvsd Moo

152: Not to Tear Down Any Beit Knesset

152:1 A Beit Knesset may not be torn down in order to build another, because it
may happen that, due to circumstances beyond their control, they will not succeed
in building the other one. Therefore, the other one should be built first, and then
the old one may be torn down. ... This applies in the case where the first one was

. strong, but if its foundations have rotted or its walls are caving in, it must be taken

down immediately, and rebuilding must begin right away, swiftly, working day and
night, to prevent time and circumstance from causing insurmountable
difficulties. .. .thus leaving the building in a state of ruin. [Note: And it is
forbidden to take stones from the old Beit Knesset to build into the new one----]

in order to build another: There is no need to mention if they were considering
tearing this one down and not rebuilding—which is, of course, forbidden—but
even if they are tearing it down in order to build another in the same place or
another place, it is forbidden—even if they are planning to build right away a
greater, more magnificent structure. (Mishna Berura)

beyond their control: Even if all the funds were raised and the stones and boards
and other materials were on hand—even then it is forbidden, in the event that
something will happen, such as the need to give money for redeeming captives.
(Mishna Berura, from Talmudic source)

the old one: A synagogue which has fallen into ruin and cannot be rebuilt in the
same place. . . .it is permitted to build any building upon the land, and it i5s good
to make it into a vegetable garden. (Ateret Zekaynim)

[Note. . . . take stones from the old Beit Knesset]: This applies to the beginning
of the paragraph, where the synagogue is in good condition, and the situation is
such that they have already begun the new building, and they want to take down
the old one in order to complete the new one—and they are in short supply of
stones to complete the new building. The Note informs us that even in a situation-
such as this, where the tearing down of one is for the sake of building the
other—even in such a case, we are concerned that circumstances will prevent its
completion, and it is therefore forbidden, if the congregation has another place to
pray in the meantime. (Mishna Berura)

What is the reasoning behind the law which permits/requires taking down the synagogue with
weak foundations even before the new orie is built.

How can we know that the Note (the statement of Rama, Isserles) applies to the beginning of the
paragraph? Try to apply the Note to the beginning, to the middle, and to the end, following through
the logical implications in each instance.
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153: The Laws of Building a Beit Knesset

153:1 1t is permitted to make a Beit Knesset into a Beit Midrash [House of
Study], but a Beit Midrash may not be made into a Beit Knesset.

Beit Midrash: This is a place set aside specificatly for Torah-study, as its holi-
ness is greater....even if they will do no praying there [in the Beit Midrash].
(Mishna Berura)

Beit Knesset: This refers specifically to a Beit Knesset where there has not been
set aside Midrash to study, but our Batay Knesset, where they set aside Midrash to
study for an hour—they are to be considered like a Beit Midrash, and it is permis-
sible to make that Beit Midrash into a Beit Knesset. (Ba'er Hetev quoting
Responsum of Dvar Shmuel)

The Shulhan Aruch, basing its decision on the Talmud, is indicating in this
passage, the value-relationship of study and prayer. Apparently, Torah-study takes
precedence over prayer. This may not be true in all situations, however, and the
traditional way to investigate the interrelationship of the two concepts is to see
other passages in the Talmud and halachic literature where they are mentioned to-
gether, and to carefully consider the implications of all decisious and discussions.

Nowadays, synagogues building new buildings in the suburbs often build the
classrooms first, leaving the sanctuary for later. This practice reflects the meaning
of this passage, particularly stressing the supreme importance of elementary
education. A passage from the Talmud (Shabbat 119b) states it most eloquently:

The world exists for the sake of the breath of children studying Torah.

Note that this law too, is based upon the principle pointed out in the notes to paragraph 152:1, on
the phrase “treated with respect.”

Which would you consider of a higher degree of holiness, the Beit Knesset or Beit Midrash?
Consider the validity of the quotation from the Talmud (Shabbat 119 b).
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153:6 It is permitted to sell a Beit Knesset, and, similarly, all holy objects —
even a Sefer Torah — in order to provide for Torah-students or to marry off
orphans.

sell a Beit Knesset: This statement applies only if there is another Beit Knesset
[at the disposal of the community.] (Taz) '

even a Sefer Torah: This an open rebuke to those people who are lax in
supporting Torah in their cities. (Mishna Berura)

The Mishna Berura is emphasizing the magnitude of the disgrace it would be to
have to sell a Sefer Torah because people with sufficient means did not give
enough to provide for the necessary Torah-education of the community.

A certain Jew in Toronto just passed away [a man who would, no doubt, have
wished his name to remain unknown in writings such as these]: a wealthy man, an
immigrant to Canada from “over there.” It is said that there was a long list of
yeshivot and shtiebelach that were sustained by him. If there was a deficit in one of
these institutions, he simply wrote a check for the amount needed to keep them
solvent. 71392% p>7x 7131 — may the memory of a Tzaddik be a blessing.

Does this law also follow the principle of ascending in the amount of holiness rather than de-
scending?

If you were preparing a commentary on the phrase “even a Sefer Torah” what point would you
make? If it would be a commentary different from the Mishra Berura, what would the difference of
approach show?

1V-33



IV-34

to provide for students: It once happened that Rabbi Hama bar Hanina and
Rabpi Hoshaya were taking a tour of the synagogues of Lod. Rabbi Hama bar
Hanina said .to Rabbi Hoshayah, “How much money my forebears spént here!”
[They had built a number of the synagogues in Lod.] He replied, “How many souls
your forebears drowned here! Weren’t there people here who wanted to study

‘Torah?” [And who were prevented from doing so because of the lack of scholar-

ship funds.] (Yerushalmi, Shekalim 5: 4)

Rabbi Abun made th“e gates of a certain great Beit Midrash. When Rabbi Mana
came to vu'sn, he said, Seg what | have done!” [Rabbi Mana] answered. “ ‘Israel
forgot their Creator by building temples.’ Were there no students around who
wanted to study Torah?” (Yerushalmi Shekalim 5- 4)

What is the point of two stories? Are they meant to discourage people from providing for the com-
munity’s building needs?

marry off orphans: The same law applies, i.e.,that of selting a Sefer Torah, in
order to raise money for the release of captives. (Magen Avraham)

marry off orphans: The Mitzvah of Hachnasat Kallah, providing funds for a
decent wedding for anyone who would not have the necessary money at their
disposal, this Mitzvah is so great that Hachanasat Kallah Societies were
established in towns and cities to guarantee such simchas for everyone. These
societies exist today, and walking in the streets of Jerusalem, one occasionally
sees signs showing where the office of the Hachnasat Kallah Society is. There are
individuals around who have taken it upon themselves to make certain that poor
and underprivileged couples get a decent wedding.

If you would like real insight into the workings of this Mitzvah, contact
HaRabbanit Bracha Kapach, 12 Lod St., Jerusalem, phone 231-296. Her experi-
ences over the past years are dazzling.

In a way of general summary of this passage, it is possible to see how the
Shulhan Aruch deals with priorities, financial preferences. The past few years have
seen re-orientations among some Jewish fund-raising and distribution organi-
zations in North America. Still, the questions arise, “Have the priorities been
sufficiently reshuffled? How do the allocations for education compare with those
for hospitals? Social services?”

As members of a Jewish community, the Shulhan Aruch indicates that it is each
Jew’s responsibility to involve himself in the Mitzvahs covered by the
organization—be it the local synagogue or the community—wide Federation.
Budgets are open for examination. They should be examined, and reacted to,
carefully, in a manner befitting a Jew of integrity, and with a broad sense of
authentic Jewish values. '
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153:7 ... .[Note: If an individual built a Beit Knesset and gave it to the congre-
gation, it is to be considered just like any other community synagogue. However, if
he left some authority for himself, it may not be sold, except by the congregation
in conjunction with that individual or his heirs. . . .]

gave it to the congregation: The generosity factor and its relationship to the
power-structure of the modern synagogue is one of the more complex,
well-known, and often, disheartening aspects of synagogue life in North America.
This is by no means a problem in every community, but is prominent in enough
locations to have soured many on synagogue life in general. Re-evaluation and
discussion and aiternatives are, perhaps, a pressing priority in these communities.
Working within the value-system of traditional Judaism may well ameliorate the
situation in many communities if due consideration is given to the values of
Tzedakah, kedushah, and kavod.

What is the point of stating that the synagogue which was donated by an individual is to be treated
like any other community synagogue?
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153:8 If a regular house was built, and then afterwards it was made kadosh as a
Beit Knesset, it is considered a Beit Knesset. However, it is not kadosh until
people have prayed in it. . . .

until people have prayed in it: The Shulhan Aruch reiterates the awesome power
of human beings to make something'Kadosh. The act of community prayer, in this
case, is sufficient to turn wood and bricks and stones into a holy place.

A similar Halacha relates to Shabbat. While God sanctified the Shabbat, Man
plays a critical role in its essential Kedushah—as is expressed in the following
Halachah:

Rav Huna stated: If a man was walking in the desert and did not know when
Shabbas was supposed to be, he counts off six days and keeps one as Shabbat.
(Shabbat 69b)

153:9 This section and other passages of Hilchot Beit HaKnesset are concerned

with the rules of selling a synagogue: to whom it may be sold, what it may be
subseguently used for, whether it is a small-town synagogue or a building in a
large city that is to be sold. The material is complex, with great need on the part of
the student for careful scrutinization of the commentaries.

The subject is too involved and lengthy to develop in a source book of this type.
However, under your teacher’s supervision, and with the participation of your local
building committee and rabbi, a study and discussion of this material would be
most worthwhile and insightful.
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153:17 If a man had a Beit Knesset in his house for al i i
congregation is not permitted to move it to another house. °ng period of time, the

to move it: For the sake of preserving peace, that it should i i
homeowner [in whose house they are conducting the se?\%tzgse]sa‘l‘%?gq?; tr:“ost
good-enough people.” (Mishna Berura) ’ y

to move it: But if only a portion of the congregation wants t i i
ﬁnoth?r plzcteh, the_); are p[(_arnt'ugttefd, sir?ce some will still be prgysig;t[?nptir;doeirg?/ng:

ouse], an e mitzvan [in the first house] will not h
M Berare) ] t have been taken away thereby.

The Mishna Berura extends the halachic principle to other areas where
individuals or groups have established their involvement in the Mitzvah—

The same rule applies to other matters of honor (7323 ) or Mitzvah—we do
not move the location—except if there is sufficient reason brougnht forth by those
appealing for the move. And we are not necessarily speaking of matters of
common frequency, but even in matters which take place only from time to time—
the law is the same. The Aharonim [Later Halachists] have written that people who
have an established claim in burying the dead may not prevent others from doing a
burial, because in doing Mitzvot, everyone wants to have the privilege. However, in
places where there is a Chevra Kadisha [Burial Society], whose job it is to do the
burying, and who take time from their regular work the entire year when the need
arises for burials, we are required to let the Chevra Kadisha do the burying, as is
their custom.

Recommended reading for the problem of funerals in America:

1. “The Scandal of the Jewish Funeral” in Rabbi Samuel Dresner’'s The Jew in
American Life (Crown Publishers, 1963).

2. The American Way of Death, by Jessica Mitford.

Can you offer other motivations for this law? Are there times when the community’s ultimate best
interests would not be served by following the ruling?
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155 Going from the Beit Knesset to the Beit Midrash

155:1 After leaving the Beit Knesset, one should go to the Beit Midrash, and
should fix a time for Torah-study. That time should be so permanent that one
should not pass it by, even if he believes he will make a great financial profit.
" [Note: Even if he does not know how to study, he should go to the Beit Midrash,
and he receives the reward for merely going. Or he should set aside a place and
study a little of what he can master, and should consider his condition, and a spirit
of the Awe of Heaven will thereby enter him.]

After leaving: The Shulhan Aruch and the Notes of Rabbi Moshe lIsserles are
abundantly clear. However, the commentaries elucidate considerably, and add
supplemental elements to the subject at hand. The following is a selection from
the commentaries:

After leaving the Beit Knesset: The Ateret Zekaynim records a prayer which is
appropriate for recitation before studying, a portion of which is as follows—

“May it be your will, O God. . . .to instruct the angels appointed over the Torah,
that they teach me your Torah. And may my heart be open like the door to a great
hall to grasp your Torah. And may the words of your Torah rest in my mouth like a
ready-set table [ 919y 1n%1w ] and like an everflowing stream, and may the
words of Your Torah be well-kept in my heart, that I not forget them. And may | be
like a cemented cistern that never loses a drop. May I rise early and retire late in the
day [because of Torah-study], as it is written, “The words of the Torah should never
leave your speech; you shall talk Torah-words day and night.”....Open my heart
to Your Torah, that | may be like an everflowing stream to be incisive, and acute to
understand, and to intuit, and that | will be swift to learn and stow to forget, that |
should remember and learn well, and that my ears be open to listen to your Torah.
Amen. So may it be.”

After leaving the Beit Knesset: The Talmud states [Berachot 64a—Rabbi Levi bar
Hiyyah says:] One who leaves the Beit Knesset and enters the Beit Midrash and
occupies himself with Torah has the privilege of greeting the Shechina [The Divine
Presence], as it says, “Going from strength to strength, they appear before God in
Tzion.” (Mishna Berura)

fix a time: The Talmud states [Shabbat 31a. Rava said:] When a man is brought
to final judgment, they ask him, “Did you manage your business affairs faithfully?
Did you fix times for Torah? [Did you engage in the Mitzvah of being fruitful and
multiplying? Did you iook intensely towards the Final Redemption?] ... .Besides,
if he goes first to do business, we are afraid it might drag on, and he will not get to
his Torah study. (Mishna Berura)

fix a time: The nature of Torah-study includes studying by yourself, which is
considered fulfilling the positive Mitzvah of Talmud Torah [Study of Torah].
Nevertheless, he should make a point of studying whatever he can with others
[ 77312n2 ], because by means of this, the Honor of Heaven is even greater. And
this is what HaZal | vwyn —Our sages, may their memory be for a blessing]
mentioned in a number of places, [Quoting the Bible] The more people, the greater
is the glory of the King [Proverbs 14:28] . ... They have also stated [Berachot 63b],
Torah is only really acquired through a Havruta [i.e., when studied with others].. ..
and this is the custom in all Israel’s congregations, that they have a fixed time to
study with a Havruta after Tefillot in the Beit Knesset, and then they say a
Rabbanan Kaddish [a special Kaddish originally set aside for recitation after
Torah-study]. (Ba’ur Halacha)
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fix a time: In the Yoreh De’ah [another section of the Shulhan Aruch, here
referring to section 246:1] it is explained that one should fix a time for Torah-study
during the daytime and at night, and therefore, it is proper that, besides the
morning-study [described above], he shouid fix a time also between Minha and
Ma’ariv, and by this means he will also fulfill the obligation of Torah-study at night.
(Ba'ur Halacha)

A group of the 1972 European Pilgrims will recall that when they first stepped
into the Marina Roschcha Synagogue in Moscow, they found the men sitting and
studying Torah. It was dusk, and they had completed Minha. Some of the
Pilgrims were surprised, not that they were studying, but that, though they had
come halfway round the world to be with the Moscow Jews, and though these
Jews had not seen the leaders of the group for a year—they interrupted their study
for only a moment, greeted us, returned to finish what they were studying,
davined Ma’ariv, and then—and only then—were they ready to talk with us, sing
with us, dance with us.

for study: The Mishna Berura, quoting another selection from the Shulhan
Aruch, makes an interesting historical remark, which | have italicized for
emphasis:

One is obligated to study the written Torah every day, which is to say, Tanach
[Bible], Mishna, Gemara, and Halachic texts. Those Balabatim [the everyday Jew,
the Man-in-the-Street] who study only 3 or 4 hours a day, should not only study
Talmud, which does not fulfill exclusively the Mitzvah. Rather they must also study
Halachic texts, each according to his understanding.

so permanent: The Mishna Berura mentions a story in the Talmud [Eruvin 65a],
namely, that “Rav Aha bar Ya'akov borrowed and repaid.” Rashi explains as
follows: He would set for himself such-and-such number of chapters of Mishna to
study during each day, and his custom was to study in the daytime. Occasionally,
however, he was preoccupied with making enough of a living to feed himself and
his family during the day, he would “pay back” during the night [ by covering the
chapters he had not gone over during the day ].

The Mishna Berura permits this practice of making up for what is missed during
the day, but adds, “....And the Later Halachists have written that a/ways before
you leave the Beit Knesset in the morning—even if circumstances are very pressing
and do not allow for extensive study—one should learn at least one verse or

‘"Halacha.”

a great financial profit: And a man such as this is considered among the Men of
Faith, who believes and trusts that God will not leave him without food because of
his Torah-study, as the Jerusalem Talmud states [Berachot, end of Chapter 9],
“What does the term ‘Men of Faith’ mean? An example of this is one [who was
studying] whose buyers are shouting to him to bring out his merchandise to seli,
and he responds by saying, ‘| am not going to do away with my fixed time for
Torah-study for the sake of making a profit. If | deserve to make a profit, it will
come of itself, through God’s help, even after | finish my fixed time for Torah-
study.’ ” (Mishna Berura)

even if he does not know how to study: . ...As HaZal have stated [Deuteronomy
Rabbah, Ki Tavo 7: 4], “Rabbi Yehoshua said in the name of Rav Nahman, ‘Whoever
comes to the Beit Knesset and hears words of Torah will be privileged to sit among
the Sages in the Future Time.” ” (Mishna Berura)

Should one “receive the reward" for merely going to the place of study? Is there any value in just
going there? Consider this in view of the principle ane? X2 2wy XY Ji1nn , that
what one starts by doing for a secondary reason, he may ultimately be doing for the proper reason.

Is the stress which Judaism places on education a respect for the process of learning or the
possession of knowledge?

Is it better to study a certain amount with others or to study more on one's own? Is the criterion
quality or quantity of material covered?

Don’t gloss over the phrase “each according to his understanding.” This is not meant to minimize
the person with a more limited background, but is a practical way to get the best use of time spent in
study.

The practice of reading at least one chapter of the Bible, learning one Mishnah, or memorizing one
verse or maxim every day is worthwhile. What would you start with? When will you start?




Study a little: And if he studies only a little, it is best that his essential Torah-
study should be Halachah, so that he should know how to act in veryday life. ...
And nowadays, there are a number of books containing the teachings of HaZalL
which have been translated into Yiddish which anyone can read and study from.
(Mishna Berura)

should consider his condition: The meaning is—he should examine, during
some free time such as this in the Beit Midrash, whether or not there might be
some wrongdoing in his business transactions, stealing, overcharging, usury, and
the like, and if so, he should desist from such practices. (Mishna Berura)

Thus does the Mishna Berura tie in this section with the next, thereby making
the intimate connection between the Beit Knesset, the Beit Midrash, and the
“Great Big Wide World Out There.”

The reference to Yiddish must be seen at the time when the common spoken language was
Yiddish, Now the pleasant task of where to begin is even easier with the countless volumes on so
many topics available in English (or Hebrew with English translation).
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156 Proceeding to One’s Business Affairs

156:1 Afterwards, one may proceed to one’s business affairs, because any Torah
which is not accompanied with work will eventually come to nothing, and leads to
sin, because poverty will cause him to transgress his creator’'s ‘wishes. In any
event, he should not make his work his principle occupation, but rather
secondary—his Torah-study being primary. As a result, both [the work and the
Torah-study] will succeed. He should carry out his business affairs faithfully. . . .

_his principle occupation : Rather he should do only enough [business] to sustain
hlmself..ln this matter he must be careful of the seductiveness of the Evil Inclina-
tion, which seduces him [by saying] that he must work all day for a certain profit.
(Mishna Berura)

will succeed: Because there is nothing that holds God back from saving
someone either with a little help or much help. He will surely send blessings for
the work of his hands.

fakithfu//y: That is to say, that there should be no stealing or deception in his
work. ...

Do you think the pattern described in the Shulhan Aruch (prayer, followed immediately by study,
followed by going to cne’s business) will create more moral business activities? Is the sequence
listed at all surprising? Would you, in organizing such a law.code, have put business affairs in such
proximity to the section dealing with laws of the synagogue.
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EPILOGUE

It is appropriate to conclude our study of the synagogue with the retelling of
“The Conversion of Franz Rosenzweig.” Franz Rosenzweig was raised in an
assimilated German Jewish household. He was well on the way to converting to
Christianity, when, suddenly, through a visit to a synagogue, his life was radically
changed—to the point where he became one of this century’s most influential
teachers and thinkers. This is the way the Encyclopedia Judaica describes what
happened:

....Rosenzweig was the son of cultured parents whose adherence to Judaism
was minimal and largely motivated by reactions to anti-Semitism. Rosenzweig
entered university in 1905, studying a variety of disciplines, in a number of
cities. ... During this period, several of Rosenzweig’s friends and relatives con-
verted to Christianity, and he too contemplated conversion, arguing that he and his
friends were Jews in name only—culturally, they were already Christians.
However, he refrained from converting, because, like his parents, he regarded con-
version as a socially cowardly act. In 1912, in Leipzig, he ran into a distant relative,
Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, who was on the way to becoming an unconventional
but significant Protestant theologian. Out of his own highly literate and passionate
faith, Rosenstock urged Rosenzweig to defend his nominal Jewishness or convert.
After an intensive discussion on the night of July 7, 1913, Rosenzweig decided to
convert, making only the reservation that he would become a Christian not as “a
pagan’ but “as a Jew,” i.e., not by rejecting his Jewish origin but by recapitulating
the consummation of Judaism in Christianity.He enacted this resolution by
attending High Holiday services in a small Orthodox synagogue in Berlin, and he
came out of this experience reversing his decision: he now declared that he knew
himself to be a Jew ; that the Jew does not need to seek God, for he is already with
God: and that he intended henceforth to recover Judaism for himself and,
possibly, for others like him. The circumstances under which this “return” to
Judaism occurred continued to influence Rosenzweig's life and religious views to
the end.






