The Beis K’nesses

The Layout of the Shul:


Tosefta:

The Rishonim at the beginning of Bava Basra bring the Tosefta that says that a city that has 10 or more people can force each other to share the cost of building a Shul and writing a Sefer Torah.


Shulchan Aruch (150:1):



He brings this down as the halacha.


Aruch Hashulchan:

He understands this power to force the community to build to exist even when they already have a small room or house to daven in.

In addition this power applies to repairs and improvements that are of a critical nature rather then for the mere enhancement of beauty. 


Mishneh Brurah:

This power to force the community is given even to the minority against the majority. If the people don’t have the means to build they can force each other to rent a place to daven.

In regards to how the money should be collected if it is to build then the donations are relative to the income. If it is to rent then half the sum is paid based on a per- person ratio the other half of the sum is according to the income of the people.

  


Aruch Hashulchan:

The minhag is to collect according to the same ratio as the pricing for makom kavuah. If all makom kavuot are the same price then you pay according to how many places you have. If some makomos are more expensive you pay relative to the value of the makom.


Magen Avraham (154:3):

Provided the Shul is big enough for everyone the Kehilla has a right to withhold permission from the members to start new minyanim even off premises or to build there own Shul. This applies unless the purpose of the new minyan is to daven with more kavanah or the community is unable to maintain harmony any other way other then to become segmented.




Aruch Hashulchan:

If the Shul is too small for the members then the members can’t force each other to expand the building. Nonetheless it is fitting to make an effort to expand.

We know that the community should have a Shul now we need to understand how to set up the shul.


Gemara:

The Gemara in Sukkah 51b describes the magnificence of the Beis Kenesset in Alexandria, Mitzraim. Amongst the things that are mentioned there is a Bima of wood in the center where a person would stand and wave flags to signal to people when to answer Amen. 


Rambam:

In Perek 11:3 of Hilchos Tefillah he learns that this Gemara is a source that a Bima is a necessary fixture in the middle of every Shul in order that people will be able to hear the Krias Hatoreh or a Drasha that is given.


Rema:



He brings down the Rambam as the halacha.


Chasam Sofer:

He adds an additional reason for the Bima to be placed in the middle of the Shul since it represents the Alter in the Beis Hamikdash.


Mishneh Brurah:

The Bima should not have more than 6 steps up to its platform if it is raised. In the Biur Halacha he speaks very negatively about the Shuls in his day that built the Bima close to the Aron Hakodesh in order to resemble the goyim.


Rav Moshe:

He was matir to daven in a Shul that has a Bima near the Aron since there are some opinions that that is acceptable in a small Shul.



In terms of where the Shatz stands for davening we see a different custom.


Rav Moshe:

He has an extensive analysis of what eh custom was in the days of the Mishneh. His conclusion is that it was most likely that they stood right next to the Aron Hakodesh in the front of the Shul. It is also possible that they stood at the Bima itself.

For hundreds of years the minhag Israel has been to daven at an Amud that is placed off to the left of the Aron Hakodesh. It is permissible from time to time to allow the Shatz to daven at the Bima if there is fear that he won’t be heard otherwise.


Gemara:

In Berachos 31a it says that a person should always try to daven in a house that has windows.


Rambam:

From the verse that the Gemara brought it is clear that the windows should be in the direction of Yerushalayim, which is the direction you daven towards. He understood this to be a law in the Binyan Beis Kenesset itself.


Mishneh Brurah:

The reason for this halacha is that even though a person should have his head angled down during davening it is important if you lose the kavanah to have way of regaining the focus. Looking out the window and seeing the heaven should suffice to remind you of the Awesomeness of G-d and help you return to davening with the proper kavanah


Shulchan Aruch:

He brings the Zohar that says that ideally a Shul should have 12 windows since they represent the gates in the Beis Hamikdash for the different tribes to enter into.


Mishneh Brurah:



These 12 don’t need to be all in the front of the Shul as long as some are.


Rambam:

He brings down the Tosefta that says that the Shul should have an Aron Hakodesh in the front. That Aron should be built on the wall of the Shul that faces Eretz Israel or Yerushalayim if you are in Eretz Israel already. 

Shulchan Aruch:

He holds like the Rambam and emphasizes that the doors should be opposite the Aron Hakodesh.


Gemara:

The Gemara in Berachos says that a person davening should always align himself towards Eretz Israel or Yerushalayim or the Kodesh Hakadoshim depending on his point of reference.


Shulchan Aruch:

He understood the Gemara to be talking on two levels. One is the direction of the body the other is the direction of the mind. The body can only face the general direction of these far away places. The mind has no limitation and can easily focus on the ultimate destination of the tefillah. As a result a person has 

a chiuv to position his body in the general direction of Israel, Yerushalayim, Kodesh Hakadoshim, etc. The mind however must always be thinking about the final destination of the tefillah.


Mishneh Brurah:

He says that these are obligations regardless of the layout of the Shul. It is for this very reason that the best way to set up a Shul is to have the Aron Hakodesh in the direction of the prayer.

He adds that even if it is impossible to put the Aron on that wall it should not be put opposite that wall so that people would be forced to daven with their backs to the Aron Hakodesh. 


Biur Halacha:

None of the above conditions regarding the direction of things are meakeiv the kashrus of the Shul b’dieved.


Bach:

Since the Shul is like a miny Beis Hamikdash it should have an Azarah (foyer) before entering the actual Heychal itself just like the Beis Hamikdash had. He adds that this is the pshat of not davening by the entryway of the Shul. In other words don’t daven in the foyer to the Shul but rather in the Shul itself.

The next issue to deal with is the need for a Shul to have a Mechitzah.


Mishnah:

In Sukkah 51a the Mishnah says that for the Simchas Beis Hashoeva they built an upper deck for the women in the Ezras Nashim. The Mishnah calls this a Tikun Gadol.



Gemara:

The reason it was a Tikun Gadol was because until they started doing this every year the women and the men used to mingle and came to frolic. This happened even though the women and men were separated in different domains. Since there was a gateway from the women’s section to the men’s section when there were large amounts of people they inevitably mingled in that gateway because of the size of the crowd. The Gemara was bothered how they could change the structure of the Binyan Hamikdash since it has to be dictated through G-d. The Gemara answered that they found verses that indicated that it is required to have men and women separate.


Rambam Commentary to the Mishnah/ Tosafos Yom Tov:

The Rambam says that the reason for the Tikun was to prevent looking. This seems to contradict the Gemara but the Tosafos Yom Tov says that seeing leads to mingling and frolic.


Rambam:

In Hilchos Lulav Perek 8:12 the Rambam says that the Tikun was to prevent mingling like we saw in the Gemara


Rav Moshe:

He proves that the mechitza is a d’orysa chiuv any time you have a large gathering of men and women. His proof is that if the chiuv were only derabanan it would not have justified the changing of the structure of the Beis Hamikdash. The minimum height for a mechitza is 18 t’fachim, this is sufficient to prevent mingling and frolic. This may still leave the heads of the women visible. Apparently this was not enough of a factor to worry about in terms of the fear of mingling. He adds that nevertheless it is worthwhile to be machmir and have the mechitza be a raised balcony or cover the heads as well. It should be noted that if the heads are visible it may be a kosher mechitza and still be assur to daven there if the women on the other side are not covering there hair properly. This is not a problem with the mechitzah but a problem of Ervah in the place of davening. Rav Moshe explored the possibility that the issur d’orysa might only be in a place where there is a chiuv of “fear” like in the Beis Hamikdash. A Shul only has that chiuv medrabanan and maybe it is only a chiuv derabanan in a Shul. Lemaseh Rav Moshe said it is a d’orysa even when not in a Shul.


Tzitz Eliezer:

He brings many many Achronim that spoke outwardly about the absolute necessity for a full separation between men and women. He says that the reason it is not mentioned in the Shulchan Aruch is because there was no “hava amina” to build a Shul without such a separation. It was so obvious it did not need to be mentioned. He mentions Rav Moshe as on of the proponents for this argument even though he seems to be proposing a full separation even covering the heads. It is possible Rav Moshe was in agreement just that since there is no mention of histaklus in the Gemara then m’ikar hadin it suffices to have a separation that will prevent mingling. 

