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“Har HaBayit B’Yadeinu - the Temple Mount is in our Hands” that cry, by IDF Col. Motta Gur remains one of  
the most dramatic moments in Modern Jewish history, a climactic memory of  the Six Day War, and a date 
which is commemorated as Yom Yerushalayim in many congregations, including this one. But, three days later, a 
more significant declaration was made by Rabbi Isser Yehuda Unterman, the Ashkenazi chief  rabbi, who 
declared that as a matter of  Jewish law, it was forbidden to ascend to Har HaBayit due to the sanctity of  the 
site. A week later, Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, already a prominent Sephardic halakhic scholar, declared that Har 
HaBayit, the Temple Mount, was so very sacred that it was forbidden even to fly over the site in an airplane - 
the sanctity extends to the firmament.  "
Cultivating sanctity, and appreciating sacred times and sacred spaces is s pull of  Jewish religious life, and yet at 
the same time, we recoil from sanctity, as a paradoxical reflection of  that same sacred precinct. "
In our daily study of  Jewish law following our weekday minyan, we recently discussed some of  the disputes 
and details surrounding the halakhah that it is forbidden to walk within four cubits, about six feet, in front of  
someone praying. There are several explanations for this halakhah, originally sourced in the the Talmud in 
Massechet Berachot.  According to the Tur, it appears disrespectful to the Torah for one to sit idly, focused on 
one’s own concerns, in the presence of  another person who is accepting upon himself  or herself  the yoke of  
Heaven.  If  this is the concern, than one who is also engaged in prayer, would be permuted to walk in front 
of  another person praying.  "
According to the Me’iri and Magen Avraham, this halakhah is rooted in a concern for the concentration and 
prayer of  the other individual. It is, indeed, quite hard to pray when another is passing before you, and we 
should all cultivate enough sensitivity for other people that we do what we can to avoid disturbing their ability 
to pray. That means not engaging in conversation during tefilot and it even means not walking in front of  
them. "
There is a third possibility, first mentioned in the Taz, an influential commentary to the Shulchan Arukh, that 
recognizes that the space where someone stands and prays is “admat kodesh” - sacred ground, and that space 
itself  deserves respect. In our weekday halakhah learning we discussed some practical ramifications of  these 
different ways of  understanding the halakhah. What if  someone is praying with her eyes closed, what if  
someone is standing at a table to pray which creates a barrier in front of  the pray-er, what if  someone is 
praying in an inappropriate place and is blocking entry to the shul. "
But, this everyday encounter with sacred space, and the need to keep our distance from a location that has 
been sanctified by prayer, is a theme in this morning’s Torah portion, and a them in the broader agenda of  the 
Jewish people at this season. "
At the beginning of  this week’s parasha, Yaakov, fleeing his parent’s home, stops for the night in Beit El and 
has a dream. In his dream he beholds a latter ascending to the Heavens, angels ascending and descending, and 
vision of  God at the pinnacle of  this latter. And then Yaakov wakes up: ""

 וַיִּיַק֣ץ יַעֲֹקב֮ מִשְּׁנָתֹו֒ וַּיֹּאמֶר אָכֵן֙ יֵׁ֣ש ה׳ ּבַּמָקֹ֖ום הַּזֶּה וְאָנֹכִ֖י ֹל֥א יָָדֽעְתִּי׃
 וַיִּיָרא֙ וַּיֹאמַ֔ר מַה־ּנֹוָר֖א הַּמָקֹ֣ום הַּזֶּה אֵ֣ין זֶ֗ה ּכִּי אִם־ּבֵּית אֱ-ֹלהִ֔ים וְזֶ֖ה שַׁ֥עַר הַשָּׁמָֽיִם׃

 וַיַּשְּׁכֵּם יַעֲֹק֜ב ּבַּבֶֹּקר וַיִַּקּ֤ח אֶת־הָאֶ֙בֶן֙ אֲשֶׁר־שָׂ֣ם מְַרֽאֲׁשֹתָ֔יו וַיָּ֥שֶׂם אֹתָּ֖ה מַּצֵבָ֑ה וַיִּצֹ֥ק שֶׁ֖מֶן עַל־ֹראשָּֽׁה׃
" וַיְִּקָר֛א אֶת־שֵֽׁם־הַּמָקֹ֥ום הַהּ֖וא ּבֵּית־אֵ֑ל וְאּולָ֛ם לּ֥וז שֵׁם־הָעִ֖יר לִָראׁשֹנָֽה׃
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And Yaakov awoke from his sleep and said, “Behold, the Lord was in this place and I did not know”…This 
none other than the house of  God and this is the gate of  heaven. And he arose in the morning and took a 
stone that had been under his head and placed it as an alter, pouring oil upon it. And he called that place 
“Beit El, it had been called Luz originally. "
Where, precisely, was Yaakov? Where is the House of  God? Where is the Gate of  Heaven? Are those one 
location? Are those two locations? And how could Yaakov have been so ignorant of  such an important fact 
about the spiritual landscape that he was in? "
Rashi, in an comment that is atypically long, quotes several ways that the midrashim make sense of  this 
episode. The first opinion that Rashi quotes imagines a latter on an angle, its base near Yaakov’s childhood 
home in Beersheva, it’s top being above Beit El, far to the North, and its midpoint being directly above Har 
HaMoriah, Mt. Moriah, the location where Yitzchak was almost sacrificed, and where the beit hamikdash would 
be built. An alternative position, that Rashi quotes describes a sort of  folding of  the space and time, he calls 
it “kefitzat ha-derekh” wherein the earth itself  folded itself  so that the location of  the beit hamikdash would be 
underneath beit el, which is where Yaakov was sleeping that night. "
Yaakov, Rashi tells us, hadn’t understood the significance of  where he was - he wold not have gone to sleep 
had he known. Yitzchak and Avraham have an experience at Har HaMoriah, the location where the beit 
hamidash will one day reside, and Yaakov too encounters that space before he leaves Eretz Yisrael. But unlike 
Avrham and Yitzchak, both of  whom are spoken to by God in a fairly direct way, Yaakov had never been 
addressed by God, and did not understand that some locations are attuned for sanctity - or that any location, 
can momentarily acquire the sacred character of  the location of  the mikdash. "
Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin - Netziv - develops Rashi’s comment in two directions. Netziv explains, on 
the one hand, that Yaakov would never have disrespected a sacred space by sleeping there- sacred spaces 
cannot be treated casually. On the other hand, Netziv explains, Yaakov would not have gone to sleep had he 
recognized the proximity to God in that location! He would have seized the opportunity to speak to God had 
he understood that God’s presence was resting on that location. In these comments, Netziv presents two 
different attitudes towards sacred spaces - we recoil in fear and respect, and we want to rush forward to take 
advantage of  the chance for intimacy and proximity to God. "
Thirty years and a few weeks after the Six Day War, I attended my first shiur by Rabbi Brovender, who would 
later become my first rosh-yeshiva. The shiur was on the topic of  kedusha - sanctity in Judaism. Rabbi 
Brovender suggested that sanctity is defined in Judaism as being separate and apart. For Rabbi Brovender, the 
decision on the part of  the Jewish people to refrain from ascending Har HaBayit was the most eloquent 
expression of  our respect for the sanctity of  the site. This is consistent with Netziv’s development of  Rashi’s 
comment, we recoil from the holy out of  respect and awe for its holiness. And yet the other response to 
holiness is also present among us and has grown in recent years.  "
And, in 1997, I knew that of  course, Muslims ascended Har HaBayit to pray at the mosques there, and I knew 
that tourists ascended Har HaBayit, but I did not know of  any Orthodox Jews who went to Har HaBayit. And 
that has changed. Increasing numbers of  Orthodox Jews now ascend Har HaBayit.  Different trends in Israeli 
society have inspired this return. Some have been militant activists trying to violently bring about the 
replacement of  the mosques with the Third Temple. Others have had more benign intentions, simply wishing 
to encounter holiness at the most sacred spot on earth. The halakhic argument is quite simple: when Herod 
expanded and renovated the Beit HaMikdash, he vastly expanded the Temple Mount and it is possible to walk 
around the Temple Mount, refraining from trespassing the location of  the Beit HaMikdash.  "
Yehudah Glick, an activist who is prominent in the efforts to bring Jewish worship back to Har HaBayit is 
admirable. There are moving YouTube videos showing him, on Har HaBayit, praying in Arabic alongside 
Muslim worshippers there. After his release from hospital just days ago following an assassination attempt, 
Yehudah Glick remarked that the Muslim doctors and nurses who cared for him were the true Muslims, and 
not the would-be assassin.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hODFRZxS8Yo
http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Yehuda-Glick-set-to-leave-hospital-Monday-nearly-a-month-after-terror-shooting-382668
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He is an admirable person, but he is also dangerous. One can denounce the cynicism and ugly intolerance 
behind Arab opposition to Jewish prayer on Har HaBayit, and also note the recklessness inherent in changing 
long-standing Jewish practice of  refraining from ascending HarHaBayit in a climate of  rising violence and 
tension.  "
Rav Amital used to say “ein patentim” - there are no shortcuts in religious life. There are no tricks to avoid the 
hard work needed to accomplish anything worthwhile in Torah study, in character development, nor in 
achieving any personal or national goal.  There are no shortcuts back to Har HaBayit. Even when the road to 
redemption seems long, even when the path towards God’s presence resting upon us and among us seems 
hard, there is no true alternative to embarking on that long journey one step at a time.


