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Shul Survey

Based on “Shuls in Halachah,”
by Rabbi Ephraim Eliezer Padawer, shlita
In the times of both Batei Mikdash, the locus of
the avodah was certainly the Beis Hamikdash.
Nevertheless, there were hundreds of shuls all around
Yerushalayim in the era of the Batei Mikdash.

In the second Beis Hamikdash era there was even a beis knesses
on the Har Habayis itself. [t was situated right outside the Azarah,
opposite the Shaar Hamizrach that led to the Har Habayis.

It was a shul in the fullest sense, with a chazzan (comparable
to a shamash in our time); a rosh knesses (comparable to a gabbai
in our time); and a teivah (aron kodesh) for a sefer Torah. The shul
building had a roof, and the shul was used regularly for davening
and learning. (See the Sfas Emes on Yoma 68b, that the need for
this beis knesses was due to the prohibition against sitting in the
azarah. See also Rav Elyashiv in Hearos, ibid.)

There were many shuls in other cities
around Eretz Yisrael as well, all destroyed at
the time of the churban.

Several years before the churban of
the first Beis Hamikdash, Nevuchadnetzar
deposed Yechonyah Melech Yehudah and
exiled him to Bavel, along with many nevi‘im
and gedolei Yisrael and some of the Anshei
Knesses Hagedolah. These gedolim were
collectively referred to as 13onm1 winn, and
this galus was called 12> m%a. It took place 11 years before niza
p1¥, which took place at the churban of the first Beis Hamikdash.

Before they left Eretz Yisrael, they gathered earth and
stones from Yerushalayim and carried it along with them to
Bavel. When they arrived, they used this earth and stones as
the foundation of a massive shul that they built in Neharde’a
(Baghdad, Iraq). It was called 2’21 791 N0 N°3, meaning: VT,
that traveled (from Eretz Yisrael), 2°n7, and settled (in Bavel). It
was sometimes referred to as’2°n’0w’ No13n n°a (combining the
two words into one). Some called it 1'now.

A second shul was built in Bavel at the same time called n»a
9%117 noi1dn, Hutzal being the name of the city where it was
located. The Shechinah alternated between these two shuls.

These were the first major shuls established outside of Eretz
Yisrael. Since they were built under the auspices of the Anshei
Knesses Hagedolah, they served as prototypes for the structure
of a shul and its interior set-up for future generations, even

down to our time.

Beis Haknesses D’Shaf V’Yasiv was the first and main center of
Torah in Bavel for the gedolei hador who were exiled from Eretz
Yisrael, and for many centuries thereafter. In talmudical times
it was used by Rav, Shmuel, Avuha D’Shmuel, Levi, and others.
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On his visit to Bavel in 1170, Harav Benyamin of Tudela
elaborates on the beauty of this shul:

“It had pillars of marble in many different colors, lined with
silver and gold, and adorned with gold letters of pesukim from
Tehillim. Leading up to the aron kodesh were ten marble steps.
The rosh hagolah and the nesi’im from Beis Dovid sat on the top
platform. In total, the shul accommodated thousands of people.”

The Ben Ish Chai writes that there was a wx 11101 "13p™ nbap
WR 91, a carefully guarded tradition, that the Beis Haknesses
Hagadol of his time in Baghdad, Iraq, was actually the Beis
Haknesses D’Shaf V'’Yasiv that Yechonyah and the other gedolim
built 11 years before Churban Bayis Rishon.

To strengthen this mesorah, the Ben Ish Chai traveled to
Eretz Yisrael in 5629/1869 and brought back to Baghdad
several sacks filled with earth and stones from Eretz Yisrael.

On one large stone he etched, “This is a stone from Eretz
Yisrael.” He also etched on it the above mesorah. This stone
was permanently placed in the wall at the
entrance to the shul; everyone who entered
stopped to kiss it. The earth that the Ben
Ish Chai brought from Eretz Yisrael was
scattered on the earthen floor there.

With this, the Ben Ish Chai renewed the
mesorah that the Beis Haknesses Hagadol
(called in Arabic »17239X nXYX) was the beis
haknesses from the time of Yechonyah
called Beis Haknesses D’Shaf V'Yasiv.

This shul still exists today, although the
original building was destroyed in 1853 and then rebuilt. It
was still in use in the early 1900s. It held 70 sifrei Torah.

A shul called x71v 12 no1on na still stands today
in Cairo, Egypt; the current building that is occasionally used
was built later, but the site itself is said to be where Moshe
Rabbeinu davened to Hashem to end each of the plagues in
Mitzrayim. This legend is etched on a large stone that stands in
the shul at that very spot, and was passed down from generation
to generation by the elders and the natives in Cairo.

The Netziv in Ha'amek Davar on Shemos (5:22) 9% nwn awn
13177, alludes to this site, where Moshe Rabbeinu had a private
shul in which he davened regularly.

Although there were many shuls in Eretz Yisrael
during the era of the Bayis Rishon, and even more in Bavel and
other countries during the 70 years of Galus Bavel (as explained
above), the widespread flourishing of shuls took place during
the era of Bayis Sheini and beyond. There were 400 shuls in the
town of Beitar (see Gittin 58a), and in Berachos (8a) we find
mention of 13 shuls in Teveria. One of the most famous shuls
in that era was in Alexandria shel Mitzrayim; it was so large,
Chazal tell us, that it could hold n>xn 'x¥170 0*7902.






