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Week 129

Topic

Directions of prayers

Q. Which direction should one face when reciting the Amida at the Kotel
Ha'ma'aravi (Western Wall) in Jerusalem?@

Q. Must the congregation face the direction of Israel during the Chazan's
repetition of the Amida?

Q. If a congregation cannot, for whatever reason, position the Heichal
(Ark) on the side facing Israel (the east, in the United States), on which side
should they position ite
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English version:
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We learned in the mishna: One who was riding on a donkey should dismount and pray. Only in
exigent circumstances may he pray while riding, focusing his heart toward Jerusalem and the
Holy of Holies. The Sages taught in a Tosefta: One who was riding on a donkey and the time
for prayer arrived, if he has someone to hold onto the donkey, he should dismount and
pray. If not, he should sit in his place atop the donkey and pray. Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi says:
In any case, whether or not there is someone to hold onto the donkey, he should sit in his place
atop the donkey and pray, as his mind will not be calm. Since he is hurrying to arrive at his
destination, the need to dismount the donkey, stand in prayer, and remount the donkey would
delay his journey, and the delay is likely to interfere with his concentration during prayer.
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Rava, and some say Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi, said: The halakha here is in accordance with
the opinion of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi.
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The Sages taught in a Tosefta: A blind person and one who is unable to approximate the
directions and, therefore, is unable to face Jerusalem in order to pray, may focus his heart
towards his Father in Heaven, as it is stated: “And they shall pray to the Lord” (I Kings
8:44).
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One who was standing in prayer in the Diaspora, should focus his heart toward Eretz
Yisrael, as it is stated: “And they shall pray to You by way of their land which You have
given to their fathers” (I Kings 8:48).

One who was standing in Eretz Yisrael, should focus his heart toward Jerusalem, as it is
stated: “And they shall pray to the Lord by way of the city that You have chosen” (I Kings
8:44).

One who was standing in Jerusalem, should focus his heart toward the Temple, as it is
stated: “And they shall pray toward this house” (I11 Chronicles 6:32).

One who was standing in the Temple, should focus his heart toward the Holy of Holies, as it
is stated: “And they shall pray toward this place” (I Kings 8:35).



One who was standing in the Holy of Holies, should focus his heart toward the seat of the
ark-cover [kapporet], atop the ark, the dwelling place of God’s glory.

One who was standing behind the seat of the ark-cover, should visualize himself as if
standing before the ark-cover and turn toward it.

Consequently, one standing in prayer in the East turns to face west, and one standing in the
West, turns to face east. One standing in the South, turns to face north, and one standing in
the North, turns to face south; all of the people of Israel find themselves focusing their
hearts toward one place, the Holy of Holies in the Temple.
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An allusion to this is found in what Rabbi Avin, and some say Rabbi Avina, said: What verse
alludes to this? “Your neck is like the Tower of David, built with turrets [talpiyyot], one
thousand shields hang from it, all of the armor of the mighty” (Song of Songs 4:4). He interprets
the word talpiyyot as the hill [tel] toward which all mouths [piyyot] turn, i.e., the Temple
Mount.
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Facing Toward the Temple Site During the Amida

The Ben Ish Hai (Rabbi Yosef Haim of Baghdad, 1833-1909), in Parashat Yitro
(Halacha 1), discusses the laws concerning the direction one must face while
praying the Amida. He notes that the prayers we recite take the place of the
sacrifices that were once offered in the Bet Ha'mikdash, and our lips are the
"altar" upon which the "sacrifice" is offered. In light of this direct relationship
between prayers and sacrifices, one must recite the Amida while facing toward
the direction of the Bet Ha'mikdash, the site where the sacrifices were offered.
The Ben Ish Hai also adds that the site of the Bet Ha'mikdash is the place from
where all prayers ascend to the heavens. For this reason, the Temple Mount is
referred to as '"Talpiyot," a combination of the words, "Tel Piyof" — the "mountain
of mouths" —referring to the fact that all mouths are directed to that site in
prayer. Therefore, one who lives outside Israel should pray in the direction of
Israel; in New York, for example, one faces east. During a flight to Eretz Yisrael,
one prays facing the front of the plane, while during a flight away from Eretz
Yisrael, one faces the back of the plane. One who prays in Israel should face
Jerusalem. Thus, for example, a person in the Northern Israeli city of Tiberias
should face south, while somebody praying in the southern city of Be'er Sheba
faces northward. In Jerusalem, a person prays foward the Temple Mount, where
the Temple stood. The Ben Ish Hai adds that besides positioning oneself toward
Jerusalem, one should also have in mind while praying that he prays toward the
site of the Kodesh Ha'kodashim (the innermost sanctum of the Mikdash). He
therefore advises writing on a slip of paper the words, "Eretz Yisrael, Jerusalem,
Bet Ha'mikdash, Kodesh Ha'kodashim" and keeping that slip of paper in one’s
Siddur. This helps ensure that at least when one begins the Amida he will think in
his mind that he prays toward the sacred site of the Kodesh Ha'kodashim. Many
of our Siddurim today (including the Abodat Hashem edition of the Siddur)
indeed print these words on the pages of the Amida, or at the beginning of the
Amida. Some synagogues, due to constructional restrictions, are unable to
position the Aron Kodesh (ark) in the direction of Jerusalem. Therefore, one
should not necessarily assume when he enters a synagogue that he should face
toward the Aron Kodesh while he prays. A person who visits a synagogue should
ensure to face the proper direction, rather than assume that by facing the ark
he faces toward Israel.

Summary: One must pray the Amida facing toward the direction of Israel; within
Israel, one faces toward Jerusalem, and in Jerusalem one faces toward the site
of the Temple. One should also have in mind during the Amida that he prays
toward the site of the Temple, and for this reason many Siddurim print the words
"Israel, Jerusalem, Bet Ha'mikdash" near the Amida to remind a person to have
this intention.



What about if the Hechal is on the wrong side?
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The Shulchan Aruch writes (94:1) that while praying the Amidah one should face
towards the direction of Israel. In the United States, which is to the west of Israel, one
faces towards the east. For this reason, synagogues generally position the Heichal on
the eastern wall, so that everyone will be facing the Heichal as they recite the Amidah.
In some synagogues, however, the Heichal cannot be situated on the eastern wall, due
to either architectural logistics or other reasons. The Mishna Berura (commentary to the
Shulchan Aruch by Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan, the "Chafetz Chayim," Lithuania, 1835-
1933) writes (?4:8) that if the Heichal is positioned along a different wall, one should
nevertheless face towards Israel as he recites the Amidah. Therefore, a synagogue that
cannot place the Heichal on the eastern wall should place it on either the northern or
southern wall. It should not be positioned along the western wall, because the
congregants will then have to turn their backs to the Heichal while reciting the Amidah.
The Mishna Berura (94:10) adds, however, that if a person prays in a synagogue where
the Heichal is not positioned facing Israel, but the congregants nevertheless pray facing
the Heichal, rather than towards Israel, he should likewise face towards the Heichal.
Facing in a different direction than the other worshippers in the synagogue would not
be appropriate, and therefore in such a case one should face towards the Heichal, but
turn his head towards the direction of Israel. A person who enters a synagogue to pray
should not necessarily assume that the Heichal is positioned in the direction of Israel. As
mentioned, some synagogues position the Heichal on a different side due to either
logistical concerns or an oversight, and therefore one should ascertain before
beginning the Amidah which direction he must face. Summary: When reciting the
Amidah, one faces towards the direction of Israel, which, in the United States, is to the
east. If the Heichal in a synagogue cannot be positioned on the eastern wall, it should
be placed along either the northern or southern sides. In such a case, the Amidah
should be recited facing east, and not towards the Heichal, but if everybody in the
synagogue faces the Heichal, one should face that same direction and furn his head
towards the east.
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Question: Why do we pray while facing eastward?

Answer: After building the Bet Hamikdash, the verse in the book of Melachim
states that Shlomo Ha’Melech stood up and prayed to Hashem, “And Shlomo
stood before the Altar of Hashem facing the entire congregation of Israel and
he spread his palms to the Heavens and said, ‘Hashem, G-d of Israel, etc. and
they shall pray to you through their land which you have given to their fathers,
the city which you have chosen and the house which you have built for your
name.”” Our Sages (Berachot 30a) derived from this verse that when one stands
to recite the Amida prayer, one must pray in the direction of Jerusalem and the

Bet Hamikdash.

Maran Ha’Shulchan Aruch (Chapter 94) rules: “When one stands to pray, if one
Is outside of the Land of Israel, one should face the direction of the Land of
Israel. If one is currently in the Land of Israel, one should face the direction of
Jerusalem. If one is in Jerusalem, one should face the direction of the Bet
Hamikdash.”

The Tur, who lived in Europe, writes: “We face eastward because we live west
of the Land of Israel and by turning our faces to the east, we are thereby praying
towards Jerusalem.” This is why Ashkenazim and the other Jews of Europe
customarily faced eastward while praying.



The Rama quotes this opinion and writes that in all Ashkenazi countries, it is
customary to face eastward while praying since Europe is situated to the west
of the Land of Israel. It is for the same reason that in the United States, which
Is situated west of the Land of Israel, it is customary to pray (more or less) while
facing east. However, those residing east of Israel, such as in China or India,
must pray while facing westward. The same applies to every country and one
must always pray in the general direction of Israel. Within Israel, one must
always pray in the general direction of Jerusalem. Thus, if one is located in a
city north of Jerusalem, such as Shechem (Nabulus), one must pray while
facing southward; if one is located in a city south of Jerusalem, such as Hebron,
one must pray while facing northward.

Similarly, even if one is in Jerusalem itself, one must pray in the general
direction of the place where the Bet Hamikdash stood (however, there is no set
direction to which one must face while praying). Some people always look to
pray eastward based on the direction where the sun rises and this mistake is
based on the saying Ashkenazim have coined of praying facing “Mizrach”.
However, in truth, one must always face the Land of Israel, Jerusalem, and the
Bet Hamikdash.

When the Bet Hamikdash will be built, speedily and in our days, we shall merit
going to pray before Hashem in the holiest of all places and may Hashem hear
our prayers and bring about the final redemption, Amen!
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Praying While Facing the
Wrong Direction

Question: If one started praying and realizes that one is inadvertently facing
away from Jerusalem, what should one do?

Answer: In the previous Halacha, we have explained that when standing to
recite the Amida prayer, one must pray in the general direction of the Land of
Israel and when located within the Land of Israel, one should pray while facing
the holy city of Jerusalem. When located in Jerusalem, one should pray in the
general direction of the place where the Bet Hamikdash stood.



Let us now discuss a situation where, for instance, one is standing west of
Jerusalem, such as in the city of Ashdod, in which case one must face
eastward while praying and instead, one is facing a different direction, i.e.
west, north, or south. If one becomes aware of one’s error while praying,
should one move one’s feet in the middle of praying in order to turn to the
correct direction? Similarly, what if the individual praying is not aware of his
mistake but someone else present is, should he point this out to the individual
currently praying?

There are several different opinions regarding this issue. We shall only
mention the opinion that we follow halachically based on the ruling of Maran
Rabbeinu Ovadia Yosef zt’/ (in his Halichot Olam, Volume 1, page 146).

One Praying Alone in the Wrong Direction

If one is praying alone and should be facing eastward but is facing north or
south by mistake, one should not move one’s feet while praying; rather, one
should remain standing in place and merely turn one’s face to the east. If
someone else sees this individual praying while facing the wrong direction,
one should bring this to the individual’s attention so that he can turn his face
to the east.

Nevertheless, if the individual is facing the complete opposite direction, i.e. in
our situation this would mean facing westward, he cannot turn his face all the
way to the east. Thus, some say that he should move his feet and turn to the
east and then continue praying. On the other hand, Maran Rabbeinu Ovadia
Yosef zt’l rules that one should not bring this mistake to the attention of the
individual at all and even if the individual realizes his mistake on his own, one
may not move one’s feet in the middle of praying in order to turn to the east;
rather, one should continue praying while relying on the opinion (quoted in



Baba Batra 25b) that Hashem’s presence is everywhere and one need not
face any specific direction while praying.

One Praying With the Congregation in the Synagogue

When we have written above that one praying while facing the wrong direction
may not move his feet and turn to the correct direction, this only applies to one
praying alone. However, if one is praying in the synagogue and the entire
congregation is facing one direction and this individual is facing the opposite
direction, one must move one’s feet and turn to the direction the rest of the

congregation is facing and only then continue praying.

The Halacha in this case depends on which direction the person faces. If he
faces to the north or south, then he should continue the Amida in his current
position, but turn his head toward the east. If, however, he is facing west, with his
back to the east, then he must, in fact, turn around to face the east, even
though he is in the middle of the Amida. Similarly, if a person sees his fellow
reciting the Amida toward the west, he should draw his attention to this fact and
have him turn around to face the proper direction. The Gemara in Masechet
Baba Batra comments, "One who seeks wisdom shall tfurn to the south; one who
seeks wealth shall turn to the north." In the Mishkan and the Bet Ha'mikdash, the
Menora, the symbol of Torah wisdom, was positioned along the south wall, while
the Shulhan (table), which represents material prosperity, was situated to the
north. The Gemara thus advises one who seeks Torah knowledge to turn to the
south during prayer in order to draw from the influence of the Menora, whereas
one who desires wealth should turn to the north, the side of the Shulhan.
Needless to say, this comment does not conflict with the well-known Halacha
requiring a person to face the direction of Eretz Yisrael while he recites the
Amida. Rather, it means that one who so wishes can turn slightly to northeast or
southeast during the Amida in an effort to obtain either wealth or Torah
knowledge, respectively.

Summary: If a person realizes during the Amida that he is facing toward the
north or south, rather than to the east, the direction of Eretz Yisrael (in the United
States), he should remain in his current position but furn his head to the east. If he
realizes he is facing the west, he should turn around to stand in the proper
position. The Talmud teaches that one who seeks Torah wisdom should turn
slightly to the south during the Amida, and one who seeks wealth should turn
slightly to the north. If this happens when one is praying with the congregation in the synagogue,
one must move one’s feet and turn to the direction the rest of the congregation is facing and continue
praying.



Must One Face Toward Eretz Yisrael
When Reciting Kaddish?

The Gemara in Masechet Berachot (30; listen to audio recording for precise
citation) comments that when a person in the Diaspora recites the Amida, he
should face the direction of Eretz Yisrael while praying. Here in the United States
we have grown accustomed to facing east during the Amida, but it is important
to realize that we face east only because we are situated to the west of Eretz
Yisrael. If a person would be somewhere east of Eretz Yisrael, then he would face
west when he prays the Amida. This Halacha is codified in the Shulhan Aruch.
The question arises as to whether this applies only to the recitation of the Amida,
or also to the recitation of Kaddish. For example, if somebody is reciting Kaddish
in a cemetery by a family member’s grave, Heaven forbid, does he have to
ensure to be facing the direction of Israel during the recitation2 Rabbenu Simha
of Vitri (a student of Rashi), in his Mahzor Vitri (Siman 278), writes that after a
burial, the mourner turns eastward and recites Kaddish (listen to audio recording
for precise citation). Clearly, then, one must face toward Eretz Yisrael for the
recitation of Kaddish. Indeed, the Zohar (Vayigash) discusses the name "Talpiyot"
to which Eretz Yisrael is referred, and explains that this word means, "Tel She’kol
Piyot Ponot Le'sham" — all mouths are directed towards it in prayer. The Zohar
formulates this concept by noting that "all praises and supplications" are
directed toward the Land of Israel. Meaning, we must face toward Israel not
only when we pray, but also when we praise Hashem, referring to Kaddish, when
we express praise for G-d’'s greatness. Accordingly, one must ensure when
reciting Kaddish to face toward the Land of Israel, just as we do during the
Amida. This Halacha is mentioned in the work Mehkereh Aretz (4:15; listen to
audio recording for precise citation). Summary: Just as one must face toward
Eretfz Yisrael during the Amida, one must likewise face that direction during the
recitation of Kaddish.



Q. Which direction should one face when reciting the Amida at the Kotel
Ha'ma'aravi (Western Wall) in Jerusalem?

A. One should turn somewhat to the left, to face the site of the Beit
Ha'mikdash.

If a person prays the Amida as he rides an animal or in a car, and thus cannot
face the direction of Israel, how does he fulfill the Halacha requiring that one
face this direction during the Amida?

A. He should at least turn his face towards the direction of Israel (Shulchan Aruch
94:2).

Q. If a congregation cannot, for whatever reason, position the Heichal
(Ark) on the side facing Israel (the east, in the United States), on which side
should they position ite

A. If the Heichal cannot be positioned to the east, facing Israel, it should
be positioned to either the north or south, but not to the west, as the
congregation will then have to turn their backs to the Heichal during the
Amida (Mishna Berura 94:9).

Q. Must the congregation face the direction of Israel during the Chazan's
repetition of the Amida?

A. No (Halacha Berura).



