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Halachah Talk Column Parshas Vayeitzei 5783 

Yated Neeman US Edition 

 

The Even Shesiyah 

 

In this week’s parsha, we learn about Yaakov Avinu’s prophecy in which he 

perceived the Heavenly Ladder as he slept on the future site of the Beis Hamikdash. In 

the morning, he took the stone upon which he rested his head and set it up as a 

matzeivah, or pillar. 

There is a fascinating Midrash connected to this incident which sheds light on the 

nature of this stone. After we cite this Midrash in the article, the reason why I have 

chosen this particular topic will become clear. 

 

The View of the Gemara 

In order to get a better understanding of what the Even Shesiyah is, let us examine the 

words of Chazal and the Rishonim concerning it. There are actually two approaches in 

Chazal in understanding the origins of the Even Shesiyah. We will first present the 

Gemara’s approach. 

The first Mishnah of the fifth chapter of Meseches Yuma discusses how the kohen 

gadol would bring the ketores into the Kodesh Hakadashim on Yom Kippur. In the 

first Beis Hamikdash, when we still had the Aron Hakodesh, he would place the 

shovel of burning coals on the floor between the poles of the Aron and burn the 

ketores there. The second Mishnah tells us what changed when the Aron Hakodesh 

was no longer present: 

“After the Aron was taken away, a stone was there from the times of the early 

prophets, and it was called Shesiyah. Its height was three fingers above the ground, 

and upon it he (the kohen gadol) would place (the shovel of coals).” 

Rashi (Yuma 53b), citing the Gemara in Sotah, explains that the “early prophets” refer 

to Shmuel and David. The Tiferes Yisrael (Yachin, Yuma 5:25) writes that this refers 

to the idea that Shmuel and David were the ones who discovered this stone. 

Presumably, this took place when they discovered that that was the place upon which 

the Beis Hamikdash was meant to be built. 

The Gemara (Yuma 54b) explains that the reason the stone was called Shesiyah is 

because the world was founded, or hushtas, on it. Thus, Even Shesiyah translates as 

Foundation Stone. There are two ways to understand this: 

1) According to the straightforward reading of the Gemara (ibid.) with Rashi’s 

commentary, this stone was the first piece of the world that was created and Hashem 

added to it to form the world. 

2) On a deeper level, the Rishonim note that the Even Shesiyah is located at the central 

focal point of the Beis Hamikdash. The purpose of the Beis Hamikdash is to be the 

place of the Divine Service. The Mishnah (Avos 1:2) states that the world stands on 

three things: Torah, Avodah (Divine Service) and performing kindliness. Thus, the 

Beis Hamikdash and the Even Shesiyah therein are truly the foundation of the world 

(see Meiri, Yuma 47a; Rambam, Pirush Hamishnayos, Yuma, chap. 5). 



-2- 

 

The View of the Midrash 

Midrash Tehillim (#91; see also Pirkei deRebbi Eliezer, chap. 35) presents an 

elaboration of the incident with Yaakov Avinu when he woke up in the morning: 

“Yaakov went to gather the stones and discovered that there was only one. Yaakov 

took the stone and set it as a matzeivah, pillar, on that place. Oil descended for him 

from Heaven, and he poured it on the stone. What did Hakadosh Baruch Hu do? He 

took His right foot and plunged the stone down into the depths, and He made it into a 

support for the ground (see Radal to Pirkei deRebbi Eliezer 35:68), similar to the way 

a person makes a support for a dome. Therefore, it is called “Even Shesiyah,” for it is 

the center of the world and from there the whole world spread out. Upon it (i.e., the 

matzeivah), Hashem’s Sanctuary was built, as it states, ‘And this stone which I placed 

as a matzeivah will be the House of G-d’” (see Radal 35:69). 

We thus see that, unlike the Gemara which holds that the Even Shesiyah was the first 

part of the world to be created, according to the Midrash, it was formed from the 

stone that Yaakov placed on Har Hamoriyah following his prophecy. 

 

A Question in the Zohar 

The Zohar (Noach, page 72a) writes that Rebbi Yehudah expressed the idea 

mentioned in the Midrash, that the origins of the Even Shesiyah were based on the 

incident with Yaakov Avinu and the matzeivah. Someone overheard this and raised a 

question: How can it be that Yaakov was responsible for having the Even Shesiyah set 

up when everyone knows that it was with the Even Shesiyah that Hashem created the 

world? After a long discussion, it was this anonymous Jew who answered his own 

question. His answer is very similar to that of the explanation of the Meiri and 

Rambam cited earlier: 

From Hashem’s perspective, it was through the Even Shesiyah that He has a 

relationship with this world. In other words, He used the Even Shesiyah to create the 

physical world. However, it was through Yaakov’s setting up the matzeivah that we 

can have a relationship with Hashem. How is that accomplished? Through the Divine 

Service in the Beis Hamikdash. 

 

Understanding the Layout 

In order to better understand the coming discussion, it is worthwhile to spend some 

time getting a mental picture of the layout of the Har Habayis (Temple Mount) and 

the Kosel Hamaaravi. The Beis Hamikdash compound stood on the Har Habayis. 

Included in this compound were the various azaros (courtyards), chambers, the 

mizbei’ach, kiyor and the Heichal, the Sanctuary. The Heichal contained the Ulam 

(antechamber), the Kodesh and the Kodesh Hakadashim. The Kodesh Hakadashim 

was located at the western end of the Temple compound. This would place it as the 

closet part of the Beis Hamikdash to the Kosel Hamaaravi, which is situated on the 

western side of the Har Habayis. 

The Har Habayis is surrounded by retaining walls. The most famous, of course, is the 

Kosel Hamaaravi. Its name indicates that it was the “western wall” of the Har 

Habayis. Now, unfortunately, we see only a small segment of this wall, but it extends 
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further north into the Muslim Quarter for several hundred meters. Another retaining 

wall that is visible is the one on the south side. This wall can be seen from both inside 

the Old City after entering Dung Gate, and outside the city walls when approaching 

from the east (the direction of the Mount of Olives). The eastern retaining wall is also 

visible, especially from the Mount of Olives. 

Unfortunately, at present, the two largest structures on Har Habayis are Muslim 

mosques: The Dome of the Rock, which, as its name indicates, is the home of a 

massive stone, and the al-Aqsa Mosque. The Dome of the Rock is located some 100 

meters further to the north from the Kosel Plaza, while the al-Aqsa Mosque is at the 

southern end of the Har Habayis. 

It is important to keep in mind that according to the Mishnah (Midos 2:1), Har 

Habayis was 500 by 500 amos. Nowadays, the area referred to as the “Temple 

Mount” is much larger. The practical ramification of this is that we do not know 

conclusively where the halachic Har Habayis is located. 

 

The Even Shesiyah Nowadays 

There is a great debate among the Acharonim concerning the location of the Even 

Shesiyah nowadays. We will first present the view of the Radvaz (Shu”t Radvaz, vol. 

II, #691). The Radvaz writes: 

“The matter is clear that under the dome there (on Har Habayis) is the Even Shesiyah 

without a doubt. They call that place as-Sakhra. And if you will ask that it says in the 

Mishnah that the Even Shesiyah reached a height of only three fingers, and the non-

Jews have told us that the stone reaches a height of three stories, I have already 

explained this in an earlier responsum (#639). They have dug up the ground of the 

Har Habayis several times in order to uncover the foundations of the Beis Hamikdash 

and therefore the ground is now much lower than it once was. A proof to this is the 

fact that although it states several times in the Mishnayos that the Har Habayis is 

higher than Yerushalayim, this is no longer true. Thus, because of all the digging, 

more of the Even Shesiyah has been revealed. Furthermore, the non-Jews have told us 

that earlier kings would dig up the ground of Har Habayis hoping to find the Aron 

Hakodesh. This has made the level of the Har Habayis lower and more of the Even 

Shesiyah has been revealed.” 

 

Further to the South 

Other Acharonim, however, disagree with the view of the Radvaz and maintain that 

the rock under the dome is not the Even Shesiyah and the Kodesh Hakadashim was 

actually further south and opposite the Kosel. Possibly the first to propose this idea is 

found in work published in 5690 and given the interesting name, “Even Shesiyah oh 

Even To’im” – “The Foundation Stone or the Stone of the Mistaken.” (The phrase 

“Even To’im” is borrowed from another context. See Taanis 19a.) Unfortunately, the 

proofs that he marshals to support his contention are beyond the scope of this article. 

Rav Moshe Sternbach (Moadim Uzmanim, vol. III, page 77, in footnote), although 

unwilling to completely dismiss the tradition that the rock under the dome is the Even 

Shesiyah, raises several points which should prevent us from accepting this as 

definitive. The context in which Rav Sternbach raises this issue is out of concern that, 

if we were to establish as fact that the rock there is indeed the Even Shesiyah, this will 

lead to leniencies in halachah. Namely, people will use this as a basis for 

measurements where it is permitted and forbidden to go on Har Habayis. This is 

something that cannot be allowed, as all Gedolei Yisrael have forbidden entering Har 

Habayis. Furthermore, some wish to use these measurements in order to determine 
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where the mizbei’ach stood in order to permit the bringing of korbanos. Here are a 

few of the points which Rav Sternbach mentions: 

1) How can we accept the stories of non-Jews as a basis to permit that which may be 

forbidden and to allow the bringing of korbanos? 

2) Although we have a tradition from Chazal concerning the continued existence of 

the Kosel Hamaaravi (see Bamidbar Rabbah 11:2), we have no such tradition about 

the Even Shesiyah. (This does not mean to say that the Even Shesiyah was destroyed, 

but who is to say that its location is known to us?) 

3) The rock under the dome measures eighteen by fourteen meters in its length and 

width. This translates into thirty by twenty-three ammos, much bigger than the 

Kodesh Hakadashim which was only twenty by twenty ammos. 

Rav Sternbach, basing himself on earlier authorities, suggests that perhaps the Kodesh 

Hakadashim is further south and opposite the Kosel Hamaaravi where we daven now. 

 

Which Way to Face? 

An interesting halachic debate that results in part from the discussion concerning the 

location of the Kodesh Hakadashim is which way to face during Shemoneh Esrei 

when davening at the Kosel. As an introduction, we will examine the wording of the 

Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chayim 94:1): 

“When standing up to pray: If he is in chutz la’aretz, he turns his face towards Eretz 

Yisrael, and he should also intend towards Yerushalayim, the Mikdash, and the 

Kodesh Hakadashim. If he is in Eretz Yisrael, he turns toward Yerushalayim and he 

should also intend towards the Mikdash and the Kodesh Hakadashim. If he is in 

Yerushalayim, he should turn towards the Mikdash and he should also intend towards 

the Kodesh Hakadashim.” 

The Perishah (Orach Chayim 94:1) explains that when the Shulchan Aruch writes that 

a person “should also have intent” for the more precise locations of Yerushalayim, the 

Mikdash and the Kodesh Hakadashim, this is in a situation where the person does not 

know the precise direction he must face. In that case, he faces the general direction 

but he has in mind that he is facing the Mikdash and the Kodesh Hakadashim. 

However, if he does know the precise direction, he should face it. 

Based on this, there is some discussion concerning the direction one should face when 

davening at the Kosel. Rav Sarayah Deblitzky writes (Mesos Kol Ha’aretz #13): 

“The custom has always been to daven Shemoneh Esrei facing the Kosel Hamaaravi 

directly even though the Kodesh Hakadashim is not opposite the Kosel, but rather at a 

great angle to the left. One who is precise in his actions should attempt to turn a bit to 

the left on an angle, as long as his back will not be turned towards the Aron Hakodesh 

located there (at the Kosel).” 

We thus see that while confirming the general custom of davening directly towards 

the Kosel, Rav Deblitzky maintains that it is preferable to turn towards the left to face 

the Kodesh Hakadashim. 

Another contemporary authority, Rav Yosef Leiberman, writes (Mishnas Yosef, 

Hilchos Beis Haknesses, #5) that the minhag Yisrael is to face the Kosel directly and 

that this has been the practice of “Rabbanan Keshishoi” – elderly talmidei chachamim 

throughout the generations. However, at first, Rav Leiberman finds this practice 

unusual, as based on the view of the Radvaz that the rock under the dome is the Even 

Shesiyah, we should face towards the left in order to daven towards the Kodesh 

Hakadashim. However, he justifies the accepted custom with two points: 

1) It would be inappropriate to daven facing a place of non-Jewish worship. 
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2) Chazal state that the Shechinah has never left the Kosel Hamaaravi. It is therefore 

proper to face the Kosel directly when davening. 

 

The Even Shesiyah and the Nine Days 

The Yerushalmi (Pesachim 4:1) states: “Rav Ze’irah said: The women who are 

accustomed not to arrange the warp thread (“shesi”) from when the month of Av 

enters, this is a custom. This is because it was then (i.e., on Tisha Be’Av) that the 

Divine Service of the Even Shesiyah (i.e., placing the ketores on it during Yom 

Kippur) ceased. From where do we learn this? From that which it states: ‘When the 

foundations (hashasos) are destroyed’ (Tehillim 11:3)” (see Korban Ha’eidah, 

Yerushalmi Pesachim 4:1). The Gemara finds a basis for the custom as the word 

“Shesiyah” and the word “shesi” (warp thread) are linguistically similar. 

This passage is codified in the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chayim 551:8). The Taz and 

the Mishnah Berurah cite the Beis Yosef that this custom applies regardless as to 

whether she is arranging the threads for herself or for others and whether she is being 

paid or doing it for free. The Magen Avraham (551:23) citing the Beis Yosef, writes 

that the halachah derived from the Yerushalmi forbidding the arrangement of the 

warp threads has been expanded to include the creation of all types of new garments 

and shoes, as outlined by the Shulchan Aruch in the previous halachah (551:7). 

 

Different Text – Different Halachah 

The Orchos Chayim (Hilchos Tisha BeAv #4) cites what appears to be a different text 

of the Yerushalmi we quoted above. The previous text had the word “lemishtiyeih,” 

which means “to warp,” or to set up the warp thread. The text cited by Orchos 

Chayim uses the word “lemishtei,” which means “to drink.” In this variant reading, 

the Yerushalmi states: “Those women who are accustomed not to drink wine from 

when Av enters, this is a custom, for on that day (Tisha BeAv), the Even Shesiyah 

ceased, as it states, ‘The foundations were destroyed.’” Again, this is based on the 

similarity between the word “Shesiyah” and “lemishtei” and the fact that the “sheti’as 

yayin hanesech” – “the pouring (literally, the drinking) of the wine libations ceased. 

Orchos Chayim also cites Rabbeinu Asher that some women had a tradition from their 

mothers and grandmothers not to drink wine from Shivah Asar BeTammuz until after 

Tisha BeAv. 

 

Everything is a Miracle 

The Torah relates at the beginning of the parsha that when Yaakov was preparing to 

spend the night, “he took from the stones of the place and put them around his head.” 

Rashi comments, “He made them like a gutter pipe around his head because he was 

afraid of dangerous animals.” 

Rav Simcha Zissel of Kelm raises the following question: What type of protection did 

the stones provide? The wild animals would certainly have been able to move the 

stones away! Rav Simcha Zissel also questions the events discussed later in the 

parsha when Yaakov used the stripped sticks as a natural means to have the sheep 

give birth to spotted and speckled lambs. Why was it then necessary for the angels to 

assist him with this in a miraculous way as described in Rashi (31:10)? Were not 

Yaakov’s regular efforts sufficient? 

Rav Simcha Zissel explains that we learn from these incidents that everything a 

person does, his livelihood, his efforts to protect his health, etc., in actuality all take 

place through Hashem’s miraculous intervention. Hashem hides these miraculous 

events from us in order to test us and see whether we will attribute our successes to 
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our own efforts and abilities or we will understand the true nature of these events and 

realize that it is Hashem who is pulling the strings. 

We see this from Yaakov’s stones. In truth, they could not protect him. He was being 

protected by Hashem. Similarly, the true source of his success with the sheep was not 

the sticks, but rather the miraculous intervention of the angels. Yaakov went through 

the motions of putting down stones and setting up the sticks only in order to lessen the 

miracle. Everything that happens to us is miraculous. The Anshei Knesses Hagedolah 

were aware of this and that is why when they formulated the bracha of Modim in 

Shemoneh Esrei, they added the words, “ve’al nisecha shebechol yom imanu,” that we 

thank Hashem for the miracles that He performs for us every day (Yalkut Lekach Tov, 

Bereishis, page 161). 
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