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Doorways

Where is the proper 
place to stand in a  
synagogue?

The Talmud offers the following 
instructions: “A person should always 
enter through two doorways in the 
synagogue...and then pray.” (Berachot 
8a). It is noteworthy that there are 
three interpretations of this statement 
and all were accepted as halacha  
(Shulchan Aruch 90:20). 

The first explanation is that one must enter 
inside the synagogue at least the distance 
equal to the width of two small doorways 
(about 25 inches), since one who prays 
next to the entrance makes it seem that 
prayer is a burden to him and therefore 
stands there in order to leave immediately 
(Rashi). The second explanation is that one 
should not sit close to the entrance so as 
not to look outside and be distracted from 
one’s prayers (Maharam MiRutenberg). 
A third explanation cited in the Shulchan 
Aruch is that the person coming to pray 
must pause a few seconds, equivalent 
to the amount of time it takes to enter 
two doorways, before beginning to 
pray, in order to devote his thoughts to  
prayer (Rosh).

Regarding the halacha, the Sfat Emet in 
the name of the illustrious Rebbe Simcha 
Bunim of Peshischa relayed a spiritual 
insight (Tavo 5646): The Talmud’s statement 
regarding ‘entering the doorway’ alludes 
to two spiritual doorways through which a 
person must pass before he starts praying. 
In the first doorway, he must rid his mind 
of the worldly matters troubling him that 
distract him.  In the second doorway, he 
must direct his full attention and kavanah 
to serving Hashem.

In parshat Ki Tavo the pasuk says: “It 
shall be if you listen to the voice of  
Hashem.” (28:1)

The Midrash explains this pasuk by 
quoting the following pasuk in Mishlei 
(8:35): “Happy is the man who listens to me, 
who is persistent at my doors every day, to 
guard the doorposts of my entrances.”

“What is meant by “Happy is the person 
who listens to me”? The Holy One blessed 
is He, said, “Fortunate is the person when 
all he hears is for my sake.”....What is 
meant by “who is persistent by the 
door”? If you have gone to pray inside the 
synagogue, do not stand at the outer door to 
pray there; rather, be sure to enter the door 
within the door...and what is meant by “to 
guard the doorposts of my entrances”? 
...Just as the doorpost does not budge from 
the entranceway, so too, you should never 
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budge from the synagogue and study 
halls.’” (Midrash Rabah, Ki Tavo 7:2)

Sfat Emet

Indeed, the Sfat Emet was fond of this 
midrash, returning to it again and again. 
He utilized this passage to offer three 
lessons for spiritual success:

1. Why Am I Stationed In This Place?

The Sfat Emet says: Standing at the 
doorstep is suggestive of the idea that one 
has yet to encounter what is found inside 
the room. As we journey through life and 
find ourselves at different junctions, it 
is incumbent upon us to search for the 
deeper meaning and purpose as to why we 
are found in a particular place. We need to 
listen closely to perhaps hidden messages 
that we need to access. This is the message 
being conveyed in the first half of the pasuk, 
“Happy is the man who listens to me, who 
is persistent at my door…” The ‘double 
doors’, which is the term employed in the 
pasuk, is suggestive of the notion that we 
search deeper and deeper with the intent 
of discovering the true significance and 
worth of one’s situation and the potential 
that is embedded in that station of life.  
(תרל"ב ד"ה במדרש אם)

2. Always A New Doorway to Enter

He taught that at each doorway or portal 
a person reaches in life another doorway 
is waiting to be opened. We should never 
allow ourselves to feel content regarding 
past achievements and accomplishments.  
There is a danger in life that once we 
attain a certain plateau, we will fail to 
reach for the next rung. Perhaps the next 
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rung which one failed to try to achieve 
could have catapulted that person to 
greatness. We must remain eager to set 
new goals and take on new challenges.  
 (תרל"ח ד"ה במדרש שמוע)

3. Steadfast At The Door

In a third explanation the Sfat Emet focuses 
on the phrase: “...to guard the doorposts 
of my entrances.”  The Rebbe echoes the 
Talmud and states: Just as the doorpost 
remains firmly affixed to the entrance or 
the gate, so too a Jew is to remain at the 
gate of Heaven with their prayers in hand...
never easing up on supplicating before the 
King of the World. (תרמ"א ד"ה במדרש אם)

At this time of year in particular, says the 
Rebbe, during the month of Elul, Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur, our prayers 
have even greater potential to penetrate 
the gates that are often locked. The Rebbe 
powerfully added: “The prayers that did 
not ascend to heaven over the past year, 
ascend with our prayers that we offer 
on these solemn days.” Somehow those 
prayers that  may have lacked potency 
over the past year are now retrieved and 
are catapulted heavenward along with the 
prayers of the High Holidays.

A touching story about Reb Aryeh Levin 
zt”l, belovedly known as the ‘Tzaddik 
of Yerushalayim’, is apt to share in 
this context. He was revered by all 
that knew him and cherished for his 
righteousness and profound sensitivity. 
The downtrodden and broken-hearted of 
Jerusalem would make their way to the 
Tzaddik’s home knowing that they would 
be received with love and be offered 

comfort and an uplifting word.

An elderly woman arrived at Reb Aryeh 
doorstep. A mere glance at her countenance 
revealed her deep despair. She turned to 
the Rabbi: “Rabbi, my beloved husband 
passed away just a few days ago from a 
terrible sickness. He was sick for months. I 
sat by his side day and night. I prayed and 
prayed and wept many tears. So now I ask 
you, ‘Where are all the tears that I cried 
over the last months? Where did they go? 
Where are all the chapters of Tehillim that 
I said? What did God do with the hours of 
weeping and wailing? 

Reb Aryeh turned to the woman with 
loving empathy; tears welled up in his eyes. 
He sat for a moment hoping he could find 
the right words and offer a response that 
was sincere. He then said the following: 
You must know something. God in Heaven 
collects every single tear, every single 
prayer. None are ever lost. Our Father in 
Heaven places them in a chest - every tear, 
every word of Tehillim, every cry - and in 
the end Hashem will lift up the chest high, 
turn it over, and spread the contents of 
the chest all over the world - so that the 
world be engulfed in goodness and love.”  
(Tikon Le’ad Vol 2, p.259)

Shem MiShmuel

This memorable midrash, describing 
doorways we await to enter, caught 
the attention of another eminent 
Chassidic Master, the Shem Mishmuel,  
Rebbe Shmuel Bornstein (1855-1926).

The Rebbe asked, “What is the main 
function of a door?” He suggested that a 
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door is affixed often to create a barrier or 
protection. From a spiritual perspective 
we are guilty at times of placing doors, 
blockages, at the entranceways to our 
minds and our hearts. We don’t allow 
the wisdom and purity of the Torah to 
penetrate. We build a barrier to our 
minds, the seat of our intellect, when we 
allow ego and self importance to  block out 
other perspectives. Our hearts, the seat 
of emotion, fail to be moved by the spirit 
of the Torah because we are entrenched 
in materialistic pursuits. We then even 
despair of achieving spiritual greatness 
(Shem Mishmuel תרע"ו)

The hebrew word for a door is delet, which 
comes from the word dal, says the Rebbe, 
has two possible meanings - which are 
contradictory. This word can mean ‘high’ 
or can mean ‘low’. When the doors that 
shield the mind are too high due to our 
arrogance, we block out the profundity of 
Torah. Conversely, when we take ourselves 
to a lowly place due to overindulgence 
in physicality and materialism we plug 
up our hearts and our emotions and 
fail to forge a closeness and intimacy  
with the Almighty.

On the basis of this introduction, the Shem 
Mi Shmuel explains the midrash. One who 
waits by the door refers to a person who 
finds the ‘doors’ of his mind and heart shut 
closed. Such a person may think it’s futile 
to pray and study in this unreceptive state. 
But King Solomon in his book of Mishlei 
teaches us to ‘await by the doors’ - even 
when we are not moved by the prayers 
and learning. Why? Because the door may 
suddenly swing open. 
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In this vein the Rebbe quotes his illustrious 
grandfather the Kotzker Rebbe, who 
observed the verse from the Sh’ma that we 
recite, “And these matters that I command 
you today should be upon your heart, 
instead of using the more natural “in”your 
heart. This indicates that even when the 
heart is closed to holy matters let the 
words of prayer and study accumulate on 
the heart. In that way when they build up 
there, and the doors eventually open, they 
will fall in. The sacred buildup that will 
enter inside enlarges and ennobles one 
heart and soul.

Meshech Chochmah

A third rabbinic luminary who elucidated 
this midrash was the preeminent Meshech 
Chochmah, Rabbi Meir Simcha of Dvinsk 
(1843-1926). He lived during the same 
period as the Shem Mishmuel; both passed 
away in the same year, 1926.

Interestingly, Rabbi Meir Simcha in a 
similar vein suggested the imagery of 
‘doorways’ as representing the two portals 
through which a person actualizes and 
enhances their Jewish lives. There is the 
avenue of the mind and the avenue of the 
heart; we engage in both modalities in our 
search for wisdom and truth, pursuing a 
path of sacred living (Meshech Chochmah, 
Parshat Vayerah 22:14)

Rav Meir Simcha posited that there is 
one place on the globe that epitomizes 
this vision and ideal: Yerushalayim. The 
name of the city itself alludes to this 
concept. Yeru, from the word Yir’ah, 
meaning awe, connotes the idea of 
intellectual or philosophic pursuit of a 

Divine being. The word Shalem, which 
means wholeness, refers to the idea 
of correcting one flaw and developing 
a deeper sense of brotherhood and 
morality toward all mankind.

The midrash says that our forefather 
Avraham named the city Yirah, based 
on his theological explorations and 
epiphanies that came to fruition in that 
place. Shem, the son of Noach, named the 
city Shalem, a place that would epitomize 
improvement and mastery of the middot 
that were horribly perverted by his 
generation, the generation of the flood. 
The Almighty said, ‘Both names together 
perfectly capture the essence of the holy 
city, therefore it will be called both: Yeru-
shalayim.” (Bereshit Rabbah 56:16)

When we pray for the rebuilding 
of Yerushalayim each day, we have 
both the physical city and its spiritual  
perfection in mind.

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook zt”l was 
on a fundraising trip in America. A 
wealthy individual met with the saintly 
rabbi and said, “I am willing to make a 
sizable contribution if you can answer 
the following question that I have. At 
the conclusion of the Pesach Seder Jews 
around the world pray, “Next Year in 
Jerusalem. I understand why Jews in the 
diaspora say these words. But a Jew of 
Jerusalem - are they not already there?

Rav Kook answered: “The matter is quite 
simple my friend” he explained. First of 
all in Jerusalem we add a word. We say, 
“Next Year in a Rebuilt Jerusalem.  The 
Temple is not yet rebuilt. We still have 
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much to achieve.”

“But there is more”, continued Rav Kook 
with a smile on his face.

When we beseech God, “Next Year In 
Jerusalem” we mean that we hope to be 
there in the fullest sense - in body and 
soul and thought.” In these areas as well 
we have much to achieve.’ (Based on An 
Angel Among Men, Rabbi Simcha Raz,  
pp. 253-254)

The metaphor of ‘doorways’ conveys the 
inspiring notion that a Jew persistently 
pursues spiritual nobility and sanctity. 
May we merit to enter these holy spaces.

  This is the  - "זה השער לה' ,צדיקים יבאו בא"
gateway of the Lord; through it, the 
righteous will enter (Tehillim 118:20).  
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