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Editor, Torah TidbitsRABBI AARON
GOLDSCHEIDER

A Mikdash  
In Our Midst

It is now close to two thousand years 
since the life of the Jewish people has 
centered around the Beit Hamikdash. 

However we as a people have imple-
mented meaningful ways to draw from its 
sanctity and glory. In this vein the hala-
cha embraced the notion that the kedusha 
which characterized the Beit Hamikdash 
directly links to the Mikdashei Me’at, the 
synagogues, we pray in today.

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik zt’l set out to 
carefully define the unique association 
between the Beit HaMikdash and the 
beit knesset (synagogue) today. The Rav 
demonstrated that this interrelatedness is 
true not merely in a homiletical sense but 
has clear halachic implications.

The notion that the holiness of a beit 
knesset is a derivative of the holiness of 
the Beit Hamikdash can be seen in the very 
terminology of Mikdash Me’at (Talmud 
Megillah 29a). God assures the prophet 

Yechezkel that in exile, “Yet I have been for 
them a minor sanctuary” (Mikdash Me’at) 
(11:16). The Rav argues that this was not 
merely a turn of phrase but a halachic 
construct. 

The Rav points to a most striking and 
unique position of the Rambam who 
posited that the sacred status of beit knesset 
is an extension of the kedusha found in the 
Beit Hamikdash. The Rambam (Minyan 
Hamitzvot Hakatzar, Mitzvat 31, Ta’ase 65) 
codifies that there is a Torah prohibition to 
cause destruction to the Beit Hamikdash 
(Devarim 12:4). The Rambam extends this 
prohibition to damaging or destruction 
of a beit knesset or a beit midrash. The 
Rav deduced from this halacha that the 
Rambam is submitting the sanctity of 
the synagogue shares in the kedusha that 
permeated the Beit Hamikdash (Shiurei 
HaRav, Al Inyanei Tefilah ve’Kiriat Shema, 
Genack, p.299).

The fact that a synagogue’s sanctity stems 
from the Beit Hamikdash, and furthermore 
is counted as a Mikdash Me’at, has multiple 
repercussions regarding its structure and 
its ambiance:

1. Bima in the Center: The eminent Chatam 
Sofer (Responsa Chatam Sofer, Orach 
Chaim, 28) asserts that the bima must be in 
the middle of the synagogue: “Because we 
regard the bimah upon which we read the 
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verses concerning the sacrificial offerings 
like an Altar...so that our Beit Knesset 
will be as similar as possible to the Beit 
Hamikdash, and we should not change 
our ‘miniature sanctuary.’ (Eretz Hatzvi, 
Schachter, p.93)

2. The ‘Parochet’ on the Ark: The role of the 
parochet is evident in today’s synagogues. 
We duplicate the practice in the Mishkan/
Mikdash. “You shall spread the dividing 
curtain toward the Ark (Shemot 40:3). Our 
ark represents the Ark of the Mishkan and 
therefore requires a curtain (Chumash 
Mesoras HaRav, Shemos, p. 347).

3. Separation of Men and Women: 
Although we often associate the 
separation of genders in the synagogue 
as relating to the need for tzniut and 
appropriate decorum for prayer, there 
is another fundamental reason that the 
separation is essential. The Rambam 
states: “The ‘Women’s Courtyard’ was 
surrounded by balconies so that women 
could look from above and the men from 
below without intermingling (Hilchot Beit 
Habechira 5:9). Namely, since in the Beit 
Hamikdash it was necessary to have a 
separation between the men and women, 
this is true for a synagogue. (Rav Hershel 
Schachter cites the Shut Maharam Shik, 
Orach Chaim Siman 77 making this 
halachic correlation) (Eretz Hatzvi, 
Shachter, p.93). Rabbi Soloveitchik stated 
the following in a statement regarding the 
absolute requirement of mechitza in the 
synagogue: “The separation of the sexes 
in the synagogue derives historically 
from the Sanctuary (Beit Hamikdash)...
the Jewish people have never violated this 
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and our next step will be to plant a fruit 
tree. I never thought of myself as being the 
agricultural type, but the feeling of settling 
and planting a portion of Eretz Yisrael, has 
been truly euphoric. Iy”H, when we plant 
our tree, and eat the fruits that will grow 
one day, I think we will be able to truly 
appreciate that unique Kedusha found in 
the fruit of Eretz Yisrael!

To conclude, when you buy your Tu B'shvat 
fruit this year, don’t search for those dried 
apricots and banana chips imported from 
Turkey. Rather, head over to the fresh 
produce and buy yourself some nice juicy 
Kedusha-filled Jaffa oranges and thank 
Hashem for bringing you to this land in 
order to be able to לאכול מפריה ולשבע מטובה, 
imbibing that Kedusha in every bite that 
you take!! 
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sacred principle...It would seem to me 
that our remembrance of history alone 
should keep us from imitating today the 
practice of primitive Christianity almost 
1900 years ago” (Community, Covenant 
and Commitment, Helfgot, p.134).

4. Trees: The Rav cited the position of Rabbi 
Akiva Eiger (1761-1837) who prohibited 
the planting of trees on the premises of a 
Beit Knesset based on the fact that there 
is a Torah prohibition to plant a tree in 
the area of Beit Hamikdash: You shall 
not plant for yourselves an idolatrous 
tree - any tree- near the Altar..” (Devarim 
16:21). It is interesting to note that Rabbi 
Chaim Soloveitchik did not agree with this 
position and when Rav Chaim accepted the 
rabbinic leadership in Brisk he permitted 
the planting of trees (Shiurei HaRav, Al 
Inyanei Tefiallh V’Kriat Shema, Genack, 
p.400).

5. Elevated Tzniut: Rav Hershel Schachter 
shli’ta made reference to a practice in 
some synagogues that married women 
cover their heads when entering for 
prayer. Although ideally a woman should 
always cover her hair, there is a significant 

halachic basis to this practice. In a place 
designated for hashra’at Shechinah, 
resting of the Divine presence, there is a 
heightened regard for tz’niut, modesty. It 
is interesting to note that in the description 
of the curtain that hung at the entrance of 
the Mishkan the verse says that it is folded 
over (ve’chafalta et haye’riah) (Shemot 
26:9). Rashi comments on this phrase: “...
like a modest bride who is covered with a 
veil over her face.” This striking reference 
to a modest bride seems to allude to the 
essential need for modesty in order for 
God’s presence to be manifest (Eretz 
Hatzvi, Shechter, p.96).

6. Strolling In the Synagogue: The Shulchan 
Aruch (Orach Chaim, Hilchot Beit 
Haknesset, Siman 151:1) states that one 
may not act frivolously in a synagogue. 
Among the examples cited is “do not 
stroll in them.” Apparently a sense of 
decorum and regard for its sanctity is 
required. Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik is 
quoted to have humorously commented 
on the miracle that took place in the Beit 
Hamikdash: “The people stood crowded 
together, yet prostrated themselves in 
ample space” (Avot 5:7). He understood 
that it was miraculous that there was 
ample space. However, what was 
miraculous about the people standing in 
place? That, he said, was also remarkable 
- a Jew in the sanctuary, standing still; that 
is undoubtedly a wonder!  
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