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Remembering the Bet Hamikdash

The laws of Leaving a Portion of One's
Home Unfinished to Commemorate the
Temple's Destruction
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Question: Is there an obligation to leave an area in one’s home unplastered or unfinished as is
the custom of some G-d-fearing individuals?
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Gemara The Gemara addresses Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai's institution “in
remembrance of the Temple™

wpn’ 731 172y7 17 X3 — From where in Scripture is it known to us that we are bidden
to make a remembrance of the Temple? 1311 127 "X — R’ Yochanan said: X9p "5 —
For the verse states: ' 1’7 X n'?gr_c 1, — For I will make a cure for you 7n1anm
170X \XDIX — and from your wounds will I heal you — the word of Hashem; 713"
1‘) ARIpP — for they li.e. the nations of the world] called you “Discarded One,” wa1 X1 1y
"% PR — [saying], “She is Zion, there is none who seeks her.” "7% px w77, — From the
words there is none who seeks her, w7 Xwa1 Y951 — it is implied that she requires
seeking. “" And R’ Yochanan ben Zakkai determined that a way to commemorate Zion is by
performing the mitzvah of [ulav in the Temple manner.
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The Gemara clarifies the current prohibition against plastering the walls of a house with
lime:
12271 20 — The Rabbis taught in a Baraisa: T2 1ma nX 018 Mo XY — ONE MAY NOT
PLASTER the walls of HIS HOUSE WITH LIME in the post-Temple era, 1mm jan 1x %10 12 27y ox)
— BUT IF HE MIXED SAND OR STRAW WITH [THE LIME|, [PLASTERING] IS PERMITTED. " 71T%1 120
TMIX — R’ YEHUDAH SAYS: 9111 12 27 — IF HE MIXED SAND WITH IT, MOX) T'0370 {11 ™M1 — [THE
MIXTURE] IS VERY STRONG PLASTER AND IT IS PROHIBITED for use as a building material.”" 1an
nm — But if he mixed STRAW with the lime, [PLASTERING] IS PERMITTED. "

1327 N0 — The Rabbis taught in a Baraisa: mw3a n2i 290W3 — WHEN THE TEMPLE WAS
DESTROYED THE SECOND TIME, ™ YKt W15 121 — MANY JEWS BECAME ASCETICS 913K% Xbw
™m mnw% x5 w3 — and resolved NOT TO EAT MEAT AND NOT TO DRINK WINE, as an
expression of mourning for the destruction of the Temple. ywim 121 179 Hsv3 — Seeking to
dissuade them, R" YEHOSHUA ENGAGED THEM in conversation. |19 WX — HE SAID TO THEM: 13
— MY SONS! " PR DNX XY W3 PYIIN ONX 1K 1) 139N — FOR WHAT [REASON] DO YOU NOT
EAT MEAT OR DRINK WINE?
The ascetics replied:

1% 1K — THEY SAID TO HIM: w3 9383 — How can you ask such a question?! SHALL WE, then,
EAT MEAT? 11am 13 Sy pampn uene — Why, THEY USED TO OFFER UP [MEAT] ON THE ALTAR in
the Temple as part of the sacred sacrifices, Yva YWIY) — AND NOW IT IS NO MORE, for the
Temple has been destroyed. Is it proper that we should enjoy meat while the sacred Altar is
deprived of it? Certainly not! 7 nnwi — Similarly, SHALL WE DRINK WINE? "33 Sy paomw
Mam — THEY USED TO POUR WINE ON THE ALTAR as part of the Temple service, Yu3 vwayy —
AND NOW IT IS NO MORE. Is it proper that we enjoy wine while the sacred Altar cannot?
Certainly not!
R’ Yehoshua countered:

o MK — (R YEHOSHUA] SAID TO THEM: 9353 XY on% 12 ox — IF S0, WE SHOULD NOT EAT
BREAD, Nimn 1903 123w — FOR THE MEAL OFFERINGS that were offered on the Altar ARE
likewise NO MORE!™" mmpa "woX — The ascetics agreed that, indeed, it was proper to
abstain from bread. Reasoning that bread is not a necessity of life, they proposed: IT 18
POSSIBLE to subsist ON FRUIT.*"



R’ Yehoshua again countered:
Haxi X% m's — But WE SHOULD NOT EAT FRUIT either, D23 1903 122% — FOR now that the
Temple has been destroyed, THE “FIRST FRUITS" ARE NO MORE,”" and it is not proper that we
enjoy fruit while the Temple cannot. @™nx N1102 WX — The ascetics agreed that, indeed,
it was proper to abstain from eating those species that had been offered as “first fruits.”
Nevertheless, they proposed: IT IS still POSSIBLE to subsist ON OTHER types of FRUIT, i.e. those
species that were not brought as “first fruits.”

R’ Yehoshua delivered the coup de grace:
mnwa XY om — He said to them: But according to your reasoning, WE SHOULD NOT DRINK
WATER either, D™ 7101 Y032 723w — FOR THE WATER LIBATION IS NO MORE,”' and it is not
proper that we enjoy water while the Temple cannot. \pN¥ — [THE ASCETICS] WERE SILENT, for
they realized that it is impossible to live without water,” and that R’ Yehoshua had
demonstrated the impossibility of abstaining from every type of food or drink that had been
used in the Temple.

R’ Yehoshua then instructed the ascetics how to mourn for the Temple:
17% "MK — [R' YEHOSHUA] SAID TO THEM: 13 — MY CHILDREN! D3% 711X 1X12 — COME here AND
I WILL EXPLAIN TO YOU the proper way to mourn for the Temple. "wox 1% 2p'w 93 baxnn® xbw
— NOT TO MOURN AT ALL IS IMPOSSIBLE, {112 iT711) 122% — FOR THE DECREE of destruction HAS
BEEN PROMULGATED, " and we must mourn for the catastrophe in some manner. 10y 5:_;15];\:!'?\

WK IN INTA — AND TO MOURN EXCESSIVELY IS also IMPOSSIBLE, M2 Yy M pam pry —
FOR WE MAY NOT IMPOSE A DECREE UPON THE PUBLIC 712 TinyY 191 7y am 12 ox xOx —
UNLESS THE MAJORITY OF THE PUBLIC IS ABLE TO COMPLY WITH (THAT DECREE], "' TIX13, :2M37
%2 M7 DWIP DNX MK DMK BNX — AS IT IS WRITTEN: YOU ARE CURSED WITH A CURSE, YET
YOU ROB ME, THE ENTIRE NATION."" 30 110X 72 XPX — RATHER, THUS SAID THE SAGES: The
proper way to mourn for the Temple is that when T2 12 NX DX 9 — A MAN APPLIES
PLASTER TO HIS HOUSE, LYM 137 12 MY — HE SHOULD LEAVE A SMALL [AREA] OF IT
unplastered.
The Gemara momentarily digresses to provide a clarification of this instruction:

31 — And how much should be left unplastered? rmax Sy rmax qor 37 "mx — Rav Yosef
said: An area of [one] amah by [one] amah. ™ x70n 27 MK — Rav Chisda said: 122
nnoi — The proper location of the unplastered area is opposite the door.



The Gemara resumes its account of R’ Yehoshua’s instructions:
WO 127Y 93 DN WY — A MAN MAY PREPARE A MEAL, DY 127 MWR1 — BUT HE SHOULD
LEAVE OUT SOME SMALL PART, i.e. one item on the menu.
The Gemara seeks a clarification:
X180 — What is [an example] of such an item?
The Gemara answers:
XJDOT7 XD2 KPS 27 "MmX — Rav Pappa said: A pie of fish hash. "
R’ Yehoshua teaches a third way to mourn for the Temple:
muwan Y3 nWK TWIY — A WOMAN MAY APPLY ALL OF HER usual ADORNMENTS, 137 nmwm
LY — BUT SHE SHOULD OMIT SOME SMALL [ADORNMENT).
The Gemara seeks a clarification:
X181 — What is [an example] of such an adornment?
The Gemara answers:
XYT¥ N3 27 Mmx — Rav said: The hair on her temple. "

R’ Yehoshua provides a Scriptural basis for instituting these practices as expressions of
mourning for the destruction of the Holy Temple:
» M1 9319 WS paTn M nawn oYY NWRTDK,, XY — FOR IT IS STATED: ' IF I FORGET
YOU, O JERUSALEM, MAY MY RIGHT HAND WITHER! MAY MY TONGUE CLEAVE TO THE ROOF OF MY
MouUTH if I do not remember you, if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy!

The Gemara asks:
“nuRw Wi Yy, 9x)» — What is the meaning of if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest

Joy?

The Gemara asnwers:
pny¥ 27 "Mmx — Rav Yitzchak said: ounn wxaw n%pn 1ox m1 — This refers to ashes '™
that are placed on the heads of bridegrooms at their weddings as a sign of mourning for
the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple."™

A clarification is sought:
naxb xop 37 MY "mx — Rav Pappa said to Abaye: 1% mm X371 — Where exactly on the
head does [the bridegroom] place [the ashes]?

The Gemara answers:
20N Dipna — Abaye answered: In the place where the head tefillin are worn, :axw
“qBx nan X0 oY nnb vy Waxb owh, — as it is stated: To appoint for the mourners
of Zion, to give them adornment in place of ashes.”’

R’ Yehoshua's final words:
2w Sy Saxnni ©3) — AND WHOEVER MOURNS FOR JERUSALEM [INMNRW3A IR 731 — WILL
MERIT TO WITNESS ITS reconstruction and the attendant REJOICING, B¢V NX 1w, mxw
"31 — AS IS STATED: REJOICE WITH JERUSALEM ETC. "



Another Tanna echoes the sentiments of R’ Yehoshua:
xun — It was taught in a Baraisa: ypox 13 YXynpwn 127 90X — R’ YISHMAEL BEN ELISHA
SAID: WIPNT M2 2NW DM — EVER SINCE THE DAY THE HOLY TEMPLE WAS DESTROYED, XY ™7
1RXY Y MW — IT WOULD BE PROPER THAT WE DECREE UPON OURSELVES X9 w3 Y1355 xbw
m MNWY — NOT TO EAT MEAT AND NOT TO DRINK WINE, as a sign of mourning for the Temple
and Jerusalem. may Yy mm pam px XOX — HOWEVER, WE NEVER IMPOSE A DECREE UPON
THE PUBLIC 712 TmyY P2 may a1 12 oX XYX — UNLESS THE MAJORITY OF THE PUBLIC IS
ABLE TO COMPLY WITH [THAT DECREE], and most Jews are not able to abstain from meat and
wine. NWR) Ny N by namw nywas mabn nuwsw 01w — AND, similarly, EVER SINCE
THE DAY THE WICKED KINGDOM (i.e. the Roman Empire) THAT DECREES UPON US EVIL AND HARSH
DECREES EXTENDED its dominion over the Jewish people, mi¥m mmn wan nbvam — AND
DEPRIVES US OF the opportunity to study TORAH AND observe the COMMANDMENTS, NN XY
127 yrawb 013% uMIX — AND, furthermore, DO NOT ALLOW US TO ATTEND CIRCUMCISIONS,
120 Y% 7% MNRK) — AND SOME SAY REDEMPTIONS OF THE FIRSTBORN, ' by amuw xwm p1
NHYY — IT WOULD BE PROPER THAT WE DECREE UPON OURSELVES D132 1Y% nux xunh xbw
— NOT TO TAKE A WIFE AND FATHER CHILDREN, D981 1193 12X 072K 5w w91 Xyn)) — AND IT
WOULD TRANSPIRE that OUR FOREFATHER ABRAHAM'S SEED, the Jewish people, WOULD EXPIRE

ON ITS OWN, instead of being annihilated by the Romans."" x5 on% nan XY — HOWEVER,
LET THE JEWS continue to marry and father children, since in any event they will not cease to
do so, even if we were to prohibit it. AW YW 2vM — For IT IS PREFERABLE THAT THEY BE
UNINTENTIONAL [VIOLATORS], ]"T' 11 9X1 — AND NOT BE DELIBERATE [VIOLATORS), "
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Answer: The Gemara (Baba Batra 60b) states that following the destruction of the Bet
Hamikdash, the Sages of that generation instituted that one may not build a house plastered
and adorned like a king’s residence. Rather, when one builds a home and plasters it, one should
leave an area of one square Amma (48 centimeters x 48 centimeters) completely unplastered
and unfinished opposite the doorway in commemoration of the destruction of the Bet
Hamikdash, for if our holy Temple is in ruins, how can we build ourselves a complete home?
The Rif, Rambam, and Rosh quote this Gemara as Halacha.
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The Shulchan Aruch (560:1) writes that after the destruction of the Beit Ha'mikdash, the Sages
enacted a law requiring one who builds a house to leave an area of the wall unfinished,
symbolic of our inability to dwell in perfectly finished homes while the Almighty's "home" lay in
ruins. A person should leave an area on the wall the size of 1 X 1 Ama (approximately 1.5 X 1.5
feet) without plaster or paint, preferably near the entrance. If this cannot be done near the
entrance, it may be done elsewhere. Only one unfinished area is required for the entire house.



[271N% DT DRANNRD DT -7 719 A 270 X7 AR NI
.[27N7 107 T'0 X7 NNK 7Y NNKR DIZn N2 1YY X ORD LN7RY K

DIPNAL . T'ON 97177 1Y ,0"W X7 DRI .T'0 X721 NNX 7V NNX DIPN N2 Y'Y T'OpPn7 W' .naIvn
TA1D VW7 WD VAN NINSY TO' ,T'0 K72 NNK 7V NNX 1I'YA N DI7W NN9N7 WIN? w'Y
127 000N 7 T RYR TNETN 702 MW Y 'REL.NNON TYN MY AWON 'R ONI,NNON

NNd 7Y 'wo11 WX 1IN 7T andw A"y NIR ' N0 Yaro 0N N [IRANYT 'N 737 TYin 1902 X
,'121 T'0 K72 NNON T21 NNAKR 7Y NNAR JXT ,UTPMn N 207 107 IR |I'Y DN |'RT 78Y ')
N N'RT N 7T LI78R PITA AT IR NRT 7T Ay 1R 200 INN KART NTISN "Myny NI
751 071N TY 121 12N INIR TR ,0'0N NXNI D270 ARNALLIT NN9N T MIY'WD NNR 7V NnR

N2y DTN

Rabbi Chayim Palachi (Turkey, 1788-1868), in his work "Mo'ed Le'kol Chai," in siman 10, o't 95,
describes the anguish he felt over the widespread neglect of this requirement. He then cites his
father's comment in his work "Avir Yaakov" testifying to the fact that people who observe this
Halacha enjoy peace and stability in the home, and one should therefore make a point of
observing this requirement and leave an unfinished area on the wall in his home. Summary:
One who builds a new home must leave an area of 1.5 X 1.5 feet unfinished, preferably near the
entrance. If this will cause friction between husband and wife, the area may be painted a
different color, rather than be left bare.
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The Sefer Sha’arei Teshuva writes that that in our generations, this law is treated very lightly, so
much so that this Halacha has almost been forgotten, but there is indeed no room for leniency
in this regard.
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In some situations, leaving a spot on the wall unfinished may cause friction between husband
and wife, such as if the wife exerted herself in painting the house, and the husband then wishes
to remove the paint and plaster. Chacham Bentzion Abba Shaul (Jerusalem, 1924-1998) in Or
‘sion, Helek 3, page 276, ruled that in such a case, it suffices to paint the area a different color
from the rest of the wall, rather than leave it bare. Unfortunately, many people are not mindful
of this Halacha.

[N 2ANOW NN 'O 7Y 0T [IM2 7707 071vn 207 o w'w ,2"¥T qoi' N'TaIy 21N NN And D7IR
DA T'01 Q1IN DX 72K, 7272 T'02 D'T'ONWD K7K 11'X 1I0'RN '7DW ,0"1nn Nu'w? qorr n1a
D71VN 2N 207 o v 3 7y1,71n T'oN DY 211ynY 700 0N NYdILI0K 02 'R LAN IR 7N
.ANKR 7Y NNX DMY'YUN DI'RY

NN Y7 Y NIMIpEn Nnda TN 7217nY 1R ,0'0%02 N'AN X 10N DXY ,NX1] DIzn '7onI
S22 707 X120 'R D109V "VT7 DY AR Y

Nevertheless, Maran Rabbeinu Ovadia Yosef zt”| writes that there is indeed room for the
customary leniency people attribute to this Halacha which is Maran Ha’Bet Yosef writes that
according to the Rambam, this prohibition applies only when one plasters his home with plaster
alone; however, if some sand or stubble is mixed into the plaster, this is not prohibited.
Nowadays, all plaster has sand mixed inside and there is therefore room for leniency regarding
not leaving over an unfinished area of one square Amma.

On the other hand, if one is covering the walls of the house with wallpaper as is customary in
several places, one must leave over an unfinished area of one square Amma, for there is no
reason for leniency regarding wallpaper.
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If one purchases a home that is already completely plastered and adorned, one is not obligated
to peel of an area of one square Amma of plaster if the house was purchased from a non-Jew.
Nevertheless, if the home was purchased from a Jew who did so contrary to the Halacha, one is
indeed obligated to peel of an area of one square Amma of plaster opposite the doorway.

Those who customarily paint this one square Amma black are incorrect in doing so, for our
Sages enacted that this area be left completely bare of any plaster or paint.
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An incident once occurred with the great Gaon, Harav Chaim Halberstam zt”| of Sanz, who
requested from a close confidant of his to find a matter about which he was acting incorrectly
and to bring it to his attention. The individual immediately replied that there was not a square
Amma bare of plaster in the rabbi’s home, as per the law. The rabbi answered that since he
purchased the home when it had already been completely plastered, he is not obligated to peel
of the plaster of this area. Nevertheless, as an act of piety, Rav Chaim immediately climbed up a
ladder and peeled off a square Amma of plaster in commemoration of the destruction of the
Bet Hamikdash.



