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Body Positioning During Krias Shema

(Orach Chaim:Siman 63)

Mishnah:

The Mishnah in Berachos 10b says that there is a machlokes between Beis Hillel and Beis Shammai whether a person has an obligation to read the Shema in a certain position. 

Beis Shammai says that the verse “Uv’shachbecha Uv’kumecha” teaches that a person has to be standing for the morning Shema and to be laying down for the evening Shema. 

Beis Hillel says that a person can say the Shema in whatever body position he wants. The words Uv’shachbecha Uv’kumecha is coming to teach us that Krias Shema has to be said during specific periods of time (see the sugyah of The Times of Krias Shema). 

The Mishnah emphasizes that the halacha is like Beis Hillel and that the Rabbis disqualified the Krias Shema of someone who is machmir for the opinion of Beis Shammai to davkah stand at Shacharis or to davkah recline at Arvis.


Rav Amram Gaon/ Beis Yosef (63:2):

In addition to the issur mentioned in the Mishnah to davkah stand up before the Krias Shema at Shacharis it is also assur to davkah stand up for the Krias Shema at Arvis. Whereas the issur in the Mishnah is based on the fact that you are trying to fulfill the opinion of Beis Shammai, this issur is based on the fact that you are not fulfilling the opinion of either Tannah!


Pri Megadim/ Mishnah Brurah (63:5):

The Pri Megadim implies from the explanation of the Beis Yosef that there is a nafkah minah between the two issurim. If you davkah stand up for Shacharis the Rabbis disqualified your Krias Shema because you are holding like Beis Shammai. If you davkah stand up at Arvis the Rabbis did not disqualify your Krias Shema.  


Mishnah Brurah (63::

At Shacharis it is mutar to davkah sit down just before saying the Shema even if you were standing beforehand since it doesn’t look like you are being machmir for Beis Shammai but rather that you are weak and need to sit down. 

We learned in the Mishnah that the Rabbis disqualified the Krias Shema of someone who reclines for Arvis. The poskim discuss the halacha in the case where a person sits down just before saying the Shema. 


Eliyah Rabbah:

He claims that this is not similar to the case of the Mishnah because here too we can easily say that you are just sitting out of convenience.


Bach/ Pri Megadim/ Magen Gibborim/ Mishnah Brurah:

They disagree and say that a person who was in the shul standing for the Berachos of Krias Shema should be careful not to sit down just before the Shema because this also gives off the impression that you are being machmir for the opinion of Beis Shammai.


Pri Megadim/ Mishnah Brurah (63:10):

The only prohibition at Arvis is to change from a stationary standing position to a sitting or sitting position (and all the more so form a sitting to a reclining position. However to change from a walking position immediately to a sitting position is mutar because it doesn’t give off the impression that you are trying to be machmir for the opinion of Beis Shammai; on the contrary it is clear that you are just trying to get to a position where youcan have more kavanah.

Based on this din it is clear that if you arrive late to shul for Mariv it is mutar to walk to your chair and sit down to say the Shema.

We have now clarified the machlokes between Beis Hillel and Beis Shammai with its various ramifications. Now we will explore the opinion of Beis Hillel in much greater detail.


Gemara:

The Gemara on 11a adds from a Braisah that according to Beis Hillel a person may say Shema standing, sitting, laying down, or walking. 


Shulchan Aruch (63:1):



He brings down this Gemara verbatim as the halacha.



Gemara:

The Gemara on 13b says something that seems to contradict what we have just learned. For whatever part of Krias Shema kavanah is meakeiv in (lemaseh we hold the first passuk and Baruch Shem kavod) you have to stop walking in order to facilitate the appropriate kavanah.


Pri Megadim/ Mishnah Brurah (63:9):

The Pri Megadim asks how this Gemara fits together with what we just learned in the name of Beis Hillel. He answers that the Gemara is mechadeish here that there is a mitzvah min hamuvchar to stop walking for the first passuk of Shema. Since this is only in the category of mitzvah min hamuvchar therefore bidieved even if you said the passuk rishon while walking you are still yotzei. 

According to this understanding there is a special mitzvah to refrain from reading the first passuk of Krias Shema in a body position that doesn’t facilitate having kavanah.

This last point leads us to question what the halacha would be regarding a person riding on a wagon, in a boat, bus car etc.


Mishnah Brurah (ibid.):

In all of the above situations it is possible without much effort to achieve the appropriate levels of kavanah. Therefore it is not necessary to stop moving the vehicle even in order to say the first passuk. 


The poskim discuss a related issue.


Gemara:

Someone who is riding a horse must stop the horse or maybe even get off for the first passuk. 

Based on this someone who is driving a car certainly would not be able to say the first passuk of Krias Shema without stopping the car. 

In addition to refraining from reading Krias Shema in positions that don’t facilitate kavanah there is also a chiuv to refrain from reading the first passuk of Shema when you are not mentally alert for example when dozing. We will now explore this halacha in greater detail.


Gemara:



The Gemara says in Berachos 13b that 

The Gemara and poskim bring down numerous other body positions that would theoretically be mutar from the point of view of Beis Hillel but are problematic for other reasons.


Gemara/ Rashi:

The Gemara in Berachos 13b explains that even according to Beis Hillel (who says that m’dorysa it is theoretically possible to read Krias Shema in any body position) there is a special issur to say the Shema while on the “Parkdan”. Rashi explains that this is a disgraceful body position, which could lead to a person becoming aroused.


Rambam:



He says that parkdan means flat on the back or flat on the stomach.


Rashi:

He says that parkdan means just flat on the back. According to Rashi laying on the stomach is mutar (as per Beis Hillel).


Shulchan Aruch (63:1):



He is chosheish for the opinion of the Rambam. 


Gemara (ibid.)/ Rashi:

The Gemara goes on to say that the issur of parkdan even applies to a case where you tilt slightly to the side. Here Rashi explains that even though you tilt to the side (and you are no longer in a disgraceful body position) nevertheless it is still assur to say Krias Shema in this position because it looks like you are doing “Kabbalas Ol Malchus Shamayim” in a haughty way.

The Rishonim argue as to whether this extra prohibition of tilting to the side applies even to tilting all the way to the side. 


Rabbeinu Yonah:

He says that leaning all the way to the side completely will not even help unless the person was already undressed in which case it is enough tircha to make him turn all the way to the side.


Rambam:

He says that if a person turns all the way to the side it is mutar lechatchila even if he still has his clothes on.


Shulchan Aruch (63:1):

He poskins like the Rambam therefore turning to the side helps lechatchila even with clothes on.


Rema (ibid.):

He is chosheish for the Rabbeinu Yonah that if a person had his clothes on he would have to sit or stand all the way up tuning all the way to the side won’t help.


Biur Halacha (63:1 Meachar):



It is cdai to be machmir for the Rabbeinu Yonah and the Rema lechatchila.


Gemara/ Shulchan Aruch (63:1)/ Mishnah Brurah (63:4):

The Gemara asks how it can be true that turning slightly to the side is still problematic when we see that Rav Yochanan himself used to read Krias Shema in that position! The Gemara answers that Rav Yochanan is different because he was obese. As a result it was extremely difficult for him to tilt more or even sit up.

The Shulchan Aruch learns from this Gemara that someone who is sick (very weak) or very obese can read the Shema while tilting just slightly to the side.

The Mishnah Brurah adds that this heter only applies to a situation where the person is genuinely incapable of sitting up or at least turning all the way to the side for passuk rishon. 


Gemara:

The Gemara in Yoma 19b says that during the entire first paragraph of Shema you can’t make gestures with your eyes or lips or fingers. 


Gemara:

The Gemara in Berachos 16a says the same thing about paid workers. They have to stop working while reading the first paragraph.  


Rif (Ch. 2 Berachos):

He brings a section of the Gemara from Yoma and explains it as follows. The Torah says “V’dibarta Bam” (and you should talk words of Torah). This verse is referring both to Krias Shema as well as general Torah study. The chazal interpret this verse as an additional obligation to “talk” in the words of Torah (and Krias Shema) above and beyond the basic obligation. That is to say that the words of Torah and Krias Shema should be your main focus and the area where you apply yourself the most (more than other areas of life).

The Rif says that this concept is the basis for the halacha in the Gemara in Yoma about gesturing during the first paragraph of Krias Shema and the Gemara in Berachos about working during the first paragraph of Krias Shema

