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Face Yerushalayim

Based on an essay by Harav Mattisyahu
Salomon shlita, Mashgiach of Beth Medrash Govoha. Published in Why We Weep,
by Rabbi Shlomie Dickman

At this time of year, all our hearts are in Eretz Yisrael,
especially in Yerushalayim, the historical capital of our
homeland. Yerushalayim is the heart of the Jewish People,
regardless of where they may find themselves. When the
Jewish People were led into exile after the destruction of the
First Beis Hamikdash, they sat by the rivers of Babylon and
wept, and they made an oath (Tehillim 137:5-6), If I forget you,
O Yerushalayim, may my right hand forget its power.

Whatis the special significance of Yerushalayim? The Midrash
tells us (Bereishis Rabbah 56:10) that the name Yerushalayim is
a composite of two names. This was the place where Abraham
offered up his son Isaac as a sacrifice to G-d. After the ordeal
was over, Abraham built an altar and named the spot May G-d
Be Seen (Yeira'eh), signifying a place where G-d’s Presence is
felt and fear of Him is awakened in the human heart. Shem, the
son of Noah who ruled over the city under the title Malkizedek,
called it Shalem, a place of peace and perfection. G-d took these
two names, Yeira’eh and Shalem, and He put them together to
form the name Yerushalayim. This is the place where peace and
perfection can be achieved by encountering the Presence of
G-d.

Yerushalayim is also the anchor of unity among the Jewish
People. Yerushalayim is the place where all the tribes of Israel
congregated. The tribes were very different from each other.
Each tribe had its own personality, its own characteristics, its
own strengths and talents. But when they all came together to
Yerushalayim for the common purpose of giving praise to the
Name of G-d, all differences were forgotten. All became one.

Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 94:1) says, “When a person
stands up to pray, if he is outside of the Land, he should
turn his head toward Eretz Yisrael. He should also direct his
heart toward Yerushalayim and the Beis Hamikdash and the
Holy of Holies.” Yerushalayim is a place that is meant to exist
in the heart of every Jew. If we face Israel but do not direct
our thoughts through Yerushalayim, then we haven't set
ourselves in the right frame of mind for prayer, and we haven’t
established the proper position for prayer.

The Mishnah Berurah adds, “Even if he cannot turn his face
in that direction, he should imagine himself standing in the
Beis Hamikdash in Yerushalayim in the Holy of Holies.” He
supports this statement by quoting Shlomo Hamelech’s prayer
at the dedication ceremonies of the First Beis Hamikdash
in Yerushalayim (1 Melachim 8:46-48). This is one of the
few occasions where G-d specifically states that a prayer has
been accepted. G-d has promised that His eyes and heart

will be receptive to prayers that go up to Heaven from the
Beis Hamikdash. Therefore, it is important that all prayers,
regardless of where we are standing, be directed to Heaven
through the Beis Hamikdash in Yerushalayim.

Among the many works that flowed from the Chofetz
Chaim’s prolific pen is a small gem called Sefer Machneh
Yisrael, a handbook for Jewish soldiers conscripted into the
Czar’s army. The Chofetz Chaim offers these unfortunate men
advice and guidance on how to live as Jews under these trying
conditions. Included in this work (ch. 10) is a special prayer the
Chofetz Chaim composed for the Jewish soldier to say before
he goes out to the battlefield. Facing such immense danger,
unsure if he will live to see another day, he must prepare for his
possible death, and at the same time, he must pray with all his
might for survival.

But the Chafetz Chaim adds that two conditions are very
important while saying this prayer: One, it must be said
with absolute sincerity, emanating from the depths of the
heart rather than the lips alone. This condition is easily
understandable. Then the Chofetz Chaim presents his second
condition, which is truly astonishing. The soldier should make
sure that he directs his prayer through Eretz Yisrael, through
Yerushalayim, through the Beis Hamikdash, into the Holy of
Holies, and on to Heaven.

Facing Yerushalayim is obviously very serious business. This
is not simply a nice refinement or embellishment to prayer.
This is what a soldier must keep in mind when he prays to G-d
on what might very well be the last day of his life. Apparently,
the advantages of a prayer offered up through Yerushalayim
are critical. Even if he is in a distant land, even if he is shivering
with cold and fear on a brutal Russian battleground, the Jew
can send his prayers to Heaven though the Holy of Holies. As
his prayers travel toward that vortex of holiness before rising
to Heaven, they gather holiness as they pass through the Holy
Land, more holiness as they pass through Yerushalayim, and
even more as they pass though the Beis Hamikdash. All this
takes place in the mind and heart of the Jew who is composing
his prayer, and when his prayers finally enter the Holy of Holies,
they are so thoroughly sanctified that they rise effortlessly to
Heaven.

The Yerushalayim for which we long so desperately and
whose loss we have mourned for thousands of years is not the
land and the buildings of Yerushalayim that we miss. It is the
supreme connection with G-d that Yerushalayim represents.
Only when we appreciate what Yerushalayim represents and

what we have lost can we grieve over its destruction.




