
Tefila 101- -

Lesson 9-Customs While Reciting 

Source 1
1. STEPPING BACK THREE STEPS AND THEN FORWARD THREE STEPS

Translation: The practice of stepping back three steps and then forward three steps is referred to for the first
time in the book: Pardes by Rashi (p. 229 the Rabbi Ehrenreich edition) and in the Machzor Vitry p.
16, Rokeach (Siman 222) who writes: when a person wishes to begin Shemona Esrei, he should step
forward three steps, etc.  See Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim Siman 95, subparagraph 1) and in the
commentaries to the Shulchan Aruch.

Source 2

2. FACING YERUSHALAYIM

Translation:  The custom (in the Diaspora) to recite Shemona Esrei facing east towards Yerushalayim is
based on the Gemara (Brachos 30a) which cites the verse (Malachim 1, 8, 48) and pray to You, toward
their land, and in Israel, when they face Yerushalayim based on the verse: (ibid., 44)  and shall pray to the
Lord toward the city which You have chosen, and toward the house that I have built for Your name.  See
also Shulchan Aruch (Siman 90, subparagraph 1) and the commentaries there; He who cannot be sure of
the direction, should concentrate on thinking of G-d (Shulcan Aruch 202) and see the Ramah and the
Be’Er Heiteiv.

Source 3
3. STANDING WITH FEET TOGETHER

Translation:  The custom to keep your feet together while reciting Shemona Esrei is based on an excerpt
from Maseches Brachos 10b: And R. Yossi son of R. Chanina in the name of R. Elazar son of Yaakov
said:  One who is reciting Shemona Esrei should keep his feet together as it is written (Yechezkeil 1, 7)
and the angels legs were all in line with each other.  It is also explained in the Zohar, Parsha Pinchas (p.
329, 2).  See also the Tur Shulchan Aruch (Siman 95, subparagraph 1) and the commentators to that
page.
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Source 4
4. BOWING AND RETURNING TO AN ERECT POSITION

Translation:  The acts of bowing and then returning to a standing position that we engage in while reciting
Shemona Esrei are based on the following excerpt from the Gemara (Brachos 12a) when he bows, he bows
while saying Baruch; he returns to a standing position while pronouncing G-d’s name.  See Rashi’s
comment there; i.e. he returns to a standing position upon reciting G-d’s name.  Compare to the comments
of the Avudrohom and Levush (Orach Chaim Siman 113 subparagraph 7) See also the comments of
Ravya (to Brachos Siman 39) who wrote: when he returns to a standing position, he does so while
pronouncing G-d’s name-before reciting G-d’s name.  See also the Siddur Otzar Tefilos who supports that
explanation by pointing to the Yerushalmi (Brachos 1, Halacha 18).  So wrote R. Yaakov M’Emden in
his Siddur: return to a standing position in Modim while you are still saying the words: Sh’Ata Hu so that
you are already in a standing position when you say G-d’s Name.  So too he wrote concerning Tefilas Arvis
on Rosh Hashonah: Bow while saying Baruch and return to a standing position when you say Ata and
then say G-d’s name.  See also the Magen Avrohom (Siman 113, subparagraph 5) who comments on the
wording for the Seder Ha’Avoda for Yom Kippur: when they would hear G-d’s ineffable name, etc., they
would bow.

Source 5

SWAYING BACK AND FORTH WHILE RECITING SHEMONA ESREI

Translation: The basis for the custom of swaying back and forth while reciting Shemona Esrei is found in
the Zohar (Pinchas 218) that  Jews sway back and forth like the flame of a wick.  This practice is also
mentioned in the Sefer Ha’Manhig (p. 85) as an ancient custom; i.e. I found in a Midrash that a person
must sway while reciting Shemona Esrei because of the verse: all my bones shall speak, etc.  That is the
custom among the Rabbis of the French Jews and the righteous Jews of France.  Compare to the Cuzari
(Second section Siman 99) Shibollei Ha’Lekket (Tefila Siman 2). Maharil (Hilchos Tefila) Darchei
Moshe (Orach Chayim Siman 48) in the name of the Recanti who links the practice to Kabbalistic lore. 

5.
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See also Tanna D’Bei Eliyahu (88).  At the same time, there are those who expressed opposition to
swaying; see R. Menahem Azariah da Fano (Asar Ma’Amaros ch. Aim Kol Chai, Siman 33) Shlah
(Inyanei Tefila V’Kriya B’Sefer).  Somewhat of a compromise was offered by Knesses Ha’Gedola (Rabbi
Chaim Benvenisti) who wrote: Some ultra religious Jews have a custom of swaying while reciting Shemona
Esrei but only while reciting the concluding words of each Bracha in order to fulfill the message of the
following verse (Malachi 2, 5) and was afraid before My name.  The Magen Avrohom (Siman 48
Subparagraph 4) supports both practices and writes: you may follow either practice provided you have the
correct intention.

Source 6

6. RECITING SHEMONA ESREI SILENTLY

Translation: The practice to recite Shemona Esrei silently-its source is the Gemara Brachos 31a. Compare
to Hilchos Gedolos to Maseches Brachos who wrote: recite Shemona Esrei silently if you are able to
concentrate on its words in doing so but if not, you may recite the words loudly.  See the other sources sources
cited above.

Source 6

Translation: In Babylonia, they followed the rule that Shemona Esrei should be recited silently.  In Eretz
Yisroel, they followed the rule that Shemona Esrei should be recited loudly to teach the words to those who
did not know them. 

Source 7

6. RECITING SHEMONA ESREI WITH EYES CLOSED

Translation: The practice of closing one’s eyes while reciting Shemona Esrei is based on the Zohar (Parshas
V’Eschanan p. 260, 2) that someone who is involved in Tefila must cover his head and close his eyes so as
to not look up at heaven.  If he keeps his eyes open, he hastens his rendezvous with the angel of death. And
in the book of R. Haminuna Sabba it is written: he who keeps his eyes open during Shemona Esrei or does 
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not focus his eyes downward, he hastens his rendezvous with the angel of death  and when his soul leaves
him he will not behold the face of the Shekinah, nor will he die by a (divine) kiss. The Pri Megadim
explains the words of the Zohar to mean that one should hide one’s eyes under a Talis.  Compare that to
comments of the Rashis Chochma and others that if someone prays using a Siddur it is as if he has his eyes
closed.  The Maharil would recite the entire prayer service from memory except for Shemona Esrei for which
he used a Siddur and that was the custom of the AR”I as well.

Source 8
7. STEPPING BACK THREE STEPS AND THEN FORWARD THREE STEPS-Cont’

Translation: Rabbi Alexandri said in the name of Rabbi Joshua ben Levi: One who prays the Amidah
should go three steps backwards and then recite Shalom. Rabbi Mordecai said to him: Having taken the
three steps backwards, he ought to remain standing, as would a disciple who takes leave of his master; for if
he returns at once, he acts like a dog which goes back to his vomit. It has also been taught thus: One who
prays shall take three steps backwards and then pronounce Shalom. If he does not do so, it would have been
better for him not to have prayed at all.

Source 9

Translation: While praying, his head should be pointed downward but his heart should face upwards as
Rav Yishmael the son of Rav Yossi said: So said my father, one who prays Shemona Esrei should turn his
head downwards and his eyes upwards in order to fulfill two verses: (Eichah 3, 41) Nisah LiVaveinu El
Kapayim El Ail Ba’Shamayim and (Hosea 5, 15) Ad Asher Ye’Eshmu Oo’Bikshu Panai. One should
walk forward three steps before reciting Shemona Esrei and three steps after reciting Shemona Esrei as it is
written: (Yichezkel 1, 7) V’Ragleihem Regel Yishara. The verse refers to three legs which represent
the three steps that we take forward. Then we put our feet together in a straight line. This helps give
Shemona Esrei its proper respect. And then the prophet says: (Divrei Hayamim 1, 16, 29) S’Oo Mincha
Oo’Vohoo Li’Phanav. In other words, when you pray before G-d conduct yourself in the same manner as 

copyright 2019. The Beurei Hatefila Institute, www.beureihatefila.com, Abe Katz, Founding Director



Tefila 101- -

one who brings a gift to his king. As he approaches the king, he rushes. He walks three steps and then
bows down in the Bracha of Magen Avrohom. The rest of the verse in Yechezkel 1, 7: V’Kaf Ragleichem
Ki’Kaf Regel Egel represents the three steps that one takes after completing Shemona Esrei. The verse:
(Psalms 68, 13) Malchei Tzvaot Yi’Dodoon Yi’Dodoon is interpreted to mean that you should wander as
you approach G-d in prayer and when you leave G-d after praying. How far is three steps? It is the distance
from the camp of the Yisraelim in the desert to Ohel Moed. In honor of three camps that existed in the
desert (Kohanim, Leviim and Yisraelim) we walk three steps as we approach in prayer and three steps
when we depart from prayer.

Source 10

Translation: One should set one’s feet exactly one next to the other as if both feet are one so as to appear as
the angels about whom it is written: (Yechezkel 1, 7) V’Ragleihem Regel Yishara; in other words one’s feet
should appear to be one foot. Ramah: There are those who say: when one is ready to recite Shemona Esrei,
one should walk forward three steps, in the same manner that one would approach and go near a task
one must perform.

Source 11

Translation: It is not necessary to walk back first before walking forward so wrote (?) but it is the
general custom in our time to first walk back three steps.

Source 12

copyright 2019. The Beurei Hatefila Institute, www.beureihatefila.com, Abe Katz, Founding Director



Tefila 101- -

Translation: V’Eschanan El Hashem B’Ais Ha’Hoo Laimor How long should one wait between
Tephilot? Rav Huna and Rav Chisda argued about this matter. One said: Until his mind becomes
settled. One said: until his mind calms down. The one who says: until his mind becomes settled derives his
conclusion from the words: V’Eschanan El Hashem; the one who says: until his mind calms down derives
his conclusion from the words: Va’Yichal Moshe. Between Tephilot-When he prays two Tephilot, like
Mussaf after Schacharit or when he forgets to recite a Tefila and needs to recite Shemona Esrei twice in
order to make up for the omission. The reason for the pause appears to be so as not to bundle together two
Mitzvot as the rule is stated in Sotah Daf 8 Amud 1. V’Eschanan El Hahsem-He meant to say: until
his mind is settled to the point that he can pray using language of supplication. Va’Yichal Moshe-this too
can be explained as settling one’s mind. The dispute between the Rabbis was simply concerning the source
and not the meaning. The Jerusalem Talmud in discussing this issue explains that the amount of time
one should pause is equal to the time it would take to walk four Amot. Check the Shulchan Oruch, Orach
Chaim, Siman 105 and in this book in Parshat Ki Tisa. Also check in the responsa of the Rashba,
Siman 136, where the Rashba states that the prayer leader after reciting the silent Shemona Esrei should
pause the time equal to the time it takes to walk four Amot until he returns to his place to recite the
Shemona Esrei out loud. That rule is related to what we discussed earlier. And the Beit Yossef in his
comments to Orach Chaim Siman 126 wrote that an individual after reciting the silent Shemona Esrei
should return to his place only after pausing for an amount of time equal to what it would take to walk four
Amot. The Bach wrote that he should not return to his place until after the prayer leader begins repeating
the Shemona Esrei. From here it appears that the Beit Yossef would allow one to return before then since
the purpose of the pause is to settle one’s mind. The Jerusalem Talmud already ruled that the amount of
time one should pause is equal to the time it takes for a man to walk four Amot.
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