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  FEATURE ARTICLE 

SYNAGOGUE SUSTENANCE: EATING AND DRINKING IN SHUL

Is one allowed to eat or drink in shul?

By: Rav Mordechai Lebhar

As a designated place for Avodas Hashem, a Bais Haknesses or Bais Hamidrash warrants proper respect. The Gemara in Meseches Megilah relates 
to us how Chazal instruct us to conduct ourselves in these holy places. Needless to say, any conduct which is openly disrespectable is completely 
forbidden. Yet, even some actions that are seemingly neutral, Chazal deemed them unrefined for a Shul. Among them are eating and drinking - which 
will be the main discussion of this article.

Because of their irreverent nature, Chazal forbade eating and drinking in a Shul. They are regarded as unfitting conduct for a Shul. The Gemara does, 
however, make an exception to this rule. This exception is made for Torah scholars and their pupils; they are permitted to eat and drink in a Bais 
Midrash. Although this provision is said in reference to a Bais Midrash, it clearly applies to a Bais Haknesses as well. Generally, the Kedusha of a Bais 
Midrash is held greater than that of a Bais Haknesses. This would reason that all actions that are permitted in a Bais Midrash are surely permitted in a 
Bais Haknesses.

Understanding the Gemara literally, the restriction against eating and drinking in Shul should only apply to laymen, while Talmidei Chachamim and 
their students should have no restriction at all. The Rambam, however, stipulates that this exception for Talmidei Chachamim is only in cases of 
necessity. Otherwise, they too are included in the restriction.

The Kesef Mishna shows how this detail can be deduced from a small anecdote related by the Gemara. Ravina and Rav Ashi were walking together 
outdoors while discussing Torah thoughts. When they realized that it had started to rain, they entered into the nearest shul for shelter. To explain their 
action, they commented that standing in the rain disturbed their clarity of mind. Evidently, if not for the enrichment of their Torah study they would not 
have been permitted to enter the Shul solely for shelter purposes.

The Tur, when codifying these Halachos, makes no mention of this condition. Unlike the view of the Rambam, the Tur appears to permit eating and 
drinking for Talmidei Chachamim regardless of any specific need. Indeed, this is the way the Bach and Perisha interpret the ruling of the Tur. However, 
in his commentary on the Tur, the Bais Yosef explains that the Tur does not necessarily disagree with the Rambam. Because the Tur considered it 
obvious, he did not mention the Rambam’s condition.

Yet, there is a third opinion cited by the Poskim, which is the opinion of the Ran who differentiates between a Bais Haknesses and Bais Midrash. In a 
Bais Midrash, Talmidei Chachamim may indeed eat and drink with no restriction at all, whereas in a Bais Haknesses they may only eat and drink in 
case of necessity, as stipulated by the Rambam. The Ran explains, since Talmidei Chachamim spend most of their day in a Bais Midrash learning, a 
Bais Midrash is for them similar to a home. Thus, eating and drinking are permitted for them unconditionally.

Concerning the final Halacha, the Shulchan Aruch rules in accordance with the Rambam. The Remah argues, and follows the opinion of the Ran.

Based on his interpretation of the Rambam and the Tur’s words, the Magen Avraham determines that a Talmid Chacham may indeed eat and drink in 
both a Bais Midrash and Bais Haknesses. However, that is only when he is involved in Torah study and going home to eat would cause an unnecessary 
interruption. Otherwise, eating and drinking is not permitted at all. For this reason, in a Bais Haknesses which is designated for Tefilah alone, even a 
Talmid Chacham may not eat or drink.

Following the Magen Avraham’s approach, the Mishna Berura, as well, permits eating in Shul for a Talmid Chacham only while studying. He writes as 
follows: Men who study in a Bais Midrash on a steady basis are allowed to eat and drink there in order to minimize the interruption to their learning. 
This applies to a Bais Haknesses as well, so long as Torah is learnt there consistently.

The meaning of steady learning, as stipulated above, can be interpreted in various ways. Hence, we find among the Poskim diverse interpretations. 
According to the Mishna Berurah, to be considered as one who is constantly learning, one must study Torah in Bais Midrash a full day. The Aruch 
Hashulchan writes that learning half a day is adequate.
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The Mishna Berurah in his Biur Halacha highlights that the Halacha regarding eating is different than that of drinking. While engaged in learning, 
any person may take a drink in a Bais Midrash even though he doesn’t learn consistently.
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At the time a Shul is erected, a condition can be stated that it should not have the complete Kedusha of a Bais Haknesess. Tosafos explain that this 
condition is not effective while the shul is still in use. Only once the Shul is no longer functioning does the condition take effect.

Additionally, this is only applicable to shuls in Chutz La’aretz. In Eretz Yisrael, however, Shuls retain their Kedusha even after they are destroyed. 
Since they are destined to regain their initial prominence with the coming of Mashiach, they never lose their original Kedusha. In Chutz La’aretz, 
a Shul that no longer functions may never return to its original status, and, to a certain extent, its Kedusha is downgraded when out of use. For this 
reason, a condition will be effective to fully eliminate its Kedusha when no longer in use.

The Biur Halacha points out that many Rishonim disagree with Tosafos. According to their understanding, a condition is effective even while a shul 
is active. For this reason, a condition will be affective for a shul in Eretz Yisrael, as well.

While the Shulchan Aruch rules according to Tosafos, the Biur Halacha writes that in a situation of necessity, we may rely on the Rishonim’s opinion. 
Rav Shlomo Zalman Aurbach, as well, in his Sefer Minchas Shlomo assumes this way.
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Nowadays, most shuls are designed to accommodate Simchos. Often, the food or refreshments are served in the Bais Midrash itself. Strictly speaking, 
eating should not be permitted except cases of absolute necessity, as explained above. To validate this custom, Rav Moshe Feinstein explains that we 
rely on the view of the Ohr Zaruah who completely permits eating in a Shul when a condition was made.

This, however, only applies to Ashkenazim, whereas Sephardim who exclusively follow the rulings of the Shulchan Aruch may not rely on this. They 
must follow the Shulchan Aruch’s ruling that eating and drinking is only permitted for Talmidei Chachamim in necessary situations.

Despite this, the Ben Ish Chai writes that a Talmid Chacham may eat in a Bais Midrash in all cases even without a specific need. The Kaf Hachaim, 
likewise, concludes this way.

Nonetheless, the Sefer Halichos Olam maintains that Sephardim should not neglect the ruling of the Shulchan Aruch, and should refrain from eating 
in Shul. He does, however, permit Avreichei Kollel to eat in a Bais Midrash, providing that no other place is available. He adds that laymen who are 
attending a shiur, although they may not eat there, may drink a coffee or tea if needed.
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The Poskim agree that a Seudas Mitzva is permitted to be held in a Shul. A Seudas Bris Mila or Pidyon Haben, therefore, may be celebrated in a 
Shul. A Siyum Mesechta or Seudas Shabbos are also regarded as Seudos Mitzva, and may take place in Shul.

Despite these exceptions, a Shul’s dignity must still be preserved and not become a place for a casual get-together. An event should only be held in 
Shul if its character is fitting for a Shul.
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