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The “Prayer Hazard”: 
Passing by Somebody Davening

According to one opinion in the Gemara (Berachos 26b), the daily 
Shacharis prayer was instituted by Avraham Avinu. The Gemara 
derives this from the verse in Parashas Vayeira (19:27), which 
states that Avraham “arose in the morning, to the place where he 
stood before Hashem.” This indicates that Avraham davened to 
Hashem in the morning.

While each of the three daily prayers has its own details, the main 
part of each of them is the Shemoneh Esrei or Amida prayer—the 
nineteen blessings that we recite while standing before Hashem, 
just as Avraham stood before him. In the present article, we will 
discuss a specific law concerning the Amida: the law of somebody 
who wishes to pass by in front of, or close to, a person praying 
the Amida.

What are the reasons for the prohibition against passing in front 
of somebody praying the Amida? What should a person do if he 
simply has to leave shul, and there is somebody davening by the 
door? What are the laws concerning walking on the side of 

This week's article discusses the halachos of passing in front 
of somebody davening. What are the reasons given for the 
prohibition against passing in front of somebody praying the 
Amida? What should a person do if he simply has to leave 
shul, and there is somebody davening by the door? What are 
the laws concerning walking on the side of somebody davening 
the Amida? Under which circumstances can one be lenient in 
this matter? These questions, and others, are discussed in this 

week’s article.
This week’s Q & A addressed the question of honoring and 

aveilus for non-Jewish parents.

Dear Reader,

The trial of the Akeidah, the 
tenth and final trial that Avraham 
faced, begins with the words of 
Hashem to Avraham (Bereishis 
22:2): “Take now your son, 
your only son, whom you love, 
Yitzchak, and go to the land of 
Moriah, and offer him there as 
a burnt offering on one of the 
mountains of which I will tell 
you.”

After Avraham passed the trial, 
demonstrating the full reach of 
his readiness to comply with 
the Divine Word, the reprieve 
came – yet not from the word 
of Hashem, but that of an angel. 
It was a Divine angel who called 
out to Avraham and instructed 
him not to lay a hand on the 
boy, nor to do anything to him 
(Bereishis 22:11-12).

If the trial began with the explicit 
word of Hashem, why did it end 
with the instruction of an angel? 
Why did Hashem not return to 
Avraham, to inform him that he 
should not sacrifice Yitzchak, as 
he had originally been instructed?

It appears that the instruction to 
Avraham to stay his hand needed 
to come specifically though an 
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somebody davening the Amida? Under which circumstances can 
one be lenient in this matter? These questions, among others, are 
discussed below.

The Source and Reason of the Prohibition

The source for the concept of not passing in front of somebody 
davening the Shemoneh Esrei is a Gemara in Berachos (27a), 
which teaches (based on an anecdote), “It is forbidden to pass 
before those who are davening.” The Gemara immediately asks 
that surely we know that Rabbi Ami and Rabbi Assi used to pass  
in front of people davening. The Gemara answers: “Rabbi Ami 
and Rabbi Assi were outside four amos.” We thus learn that it is 
forbidden to pass  within four amos (approximately 2m) in front 
of somebody davening the Amida. This halacha is ruled by the 
Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 102:4).

Three reasons are given for why passing in front of somebody 
davening is a problem. One reason is that doing so disturbs the 
kavana (intent) of the person davening. He will be disrupted from 
his davening by the person moving in front of him. This reason 
is mentioned by the Mishnah Berurah (102:15) and the Biur 
Halacha (citing the Maamar Mordechai), and also emerges from 
the rulings of other authorities, as will be clarified below. 

A second possible reason, noted by the Chayei Adam (26:3) and 
recorded by the Biur Halacha, is that the Shechinah is present 
in front of a person davening the Amida, and entering within 
four amos of the person is separating the one davening from the 
Shechinah. 

A slightly different reason may emerge from the Levush (102:4), 
who writes that it is forbidden to pass in front of somebody 
davening the Amida, since the one passing in front of him will go 
between him and the wall he is davening in front of. He explains 
that it is permitted to pass by the side of somebody davening. The 
concept of davening specifically in front of a wall derives from the 
Gemara in Berachos (5b), and is ruled by the Shulchan Aruch 
(90:21).  However the Elya Rabbo understands that the Levush 
means that the prohibition is because of the distraction and thus, 
the Levush is just giving the first reason.

Shut Tzitz Eliezer (Vol. 9, no. 8) explains that because of the 
problem of interfering between the person davening and the wall 
in front of him, the Sages forbade passing in front of anybody 
davening the Amida, even when there is no wall before him. 
However he also writes, as a possibility, that according to the 

angel, and not from the mouth 
of Hashem. For rather than being 
a new instruction, the command 
to let Yitzchak live was only a 
reinterpretation of the original 
instruction. 

The original instruction, as noted 
by Rav Chaim Vital (Etz Hadaas 
Tov), was not to slaughter 
Yitzchak, but to “raise him 
up” as an offering. The simple 
interpretation was that Yitzchak 
must be literally sacrificed. But 
the new meaning, revealed by 
Divine angel, was that was is 
not to be sacrificed, but raised, 
elevated. Yitzchak became an 
offering, raised to Hashem, even 
as he lived.

This new meaning, a new 
interpretation of the original 
words, was revealed by the 
merit of Avraham’s remarkable 
sacrifice. Avraham teaches us 
that by means of self-sacrifice, by 
means of absolute commitment 
to fulfilling the Divine Word, we 
are able to find new depths in the 
same Word, revealing layers that 
were hitherto hidden.

Effectively, Avraham thus 
initiated the very concept of 
Torah Shebe’alpeh. The Torah 
is Hashem’s; the interpretation is 
ours.

Chazal teach us that we are 
each to ask ourselves: “When 
will my deeds reach the deeds 
of my Fathers?” May we follow, 
each in his own way, the lead of 
Avraham. In this merit may we 
be saved from the dangers that 
surround us, and see our speedy 
redemption.
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Levush the prohibition only applies when passing 
between the person davening and the wall.

Halachic Ramifications of the Different 
Reasons

What is the halacha when the person davening 
is closing his eyes, or has his eyes covered by his 
tallis? The Maamar Mordechai (noted by the Biur 
Halacha) writes that under these circumstances 
it may be permitted to pass in front of him, 
since he will not notice, and not be distracted 
from his prayer. Nonetheless, he writes that it is 
proper to be stringent where possible. The Biyur 
Halacha adds that based on the explanation that 
the problem is of entering the boundary of the 
Shechinah, as the previously cited Chayei Adam 
maintained, one should surely be stringent.

Another ramification, in which the reason of the 
Chayei Adam will lead to leniency, is passing 
in front of somebody reading the Shema. The 
Mishnah Berurah (102:15) writes that based 
on the logic of disrupting a person’s intent, it is 
forbidden to pass in front of somebody reciting 
the Shema, which also demands a person’s 
full intent. This, indeed, is ruled by the Eliyahu 
Rabbah. However, based on the reasoning of 
the Chayei Adam, that the issue is violation of 
the Shechinah, the prohibition does not apply to 
reading the Shema.

A third ramification is mentioned by the Chayei 
Adam (Klal 26 seif 3), concerning a situation 
where somebody has finished davening the Amida, 
while the person behind him is still davening: Is he 
permitted to take the three steps back at the end 
of davening? The Chayei Adam writes that based 
on his understanding (entering the Shechinah) it 
remains forbidden to do so until the one behind 
finishes as well.

Since the concept of passing in front of a 
person davening is not a Torah law, it seems 
that where there is a doubt involved, one may 

be lenient. However, we have already noted that 
the Mishnah Berurah leans toward stringency in 
the case of somebody with a tallis over his eyes, 
and the Aruch Hashulchan (102:13) is likewise 
stringent, while the Eshel Avraham is lenient. The 
Eshel Avraham is also lenient in cases of taking 
three steps back in front of somebody who has 
finished davening, while somebody behind him is 
still davening (see also Ishei Yisrael 29:9).

The Diagonal Question

The Tur (102) writes that it is only prohibited to 
walk in front of the person davening, but not to 
pass by on the side of him. The Beis Yosef notes 
that this is ruled by Rabbeinu Yona (Berachos 
18b, in pages of Rif), and this is ruled by the 
Shulchan Aruch (102:4). However, it is not 
clear if one may pass a person davening, if he 
is at a diagonal: Is this considered the sides, and 
therefore permitted, or is this in front of him, and 
forbidden?

The Magen Avraham (102:6) is stringent on 
this point, and writes that diagonally in front is 
considered in front of the person davening. The 
Eliyahu Rabbah, however is lenient and writes 
that it is permitted to pass diagonally in front of 
a person davening. The Mishnah Berurah notes 
both opinions, and writes that under extenuating 
circumstances one can be lenient based on 
the Eliyahu Rabbah. The Aruch Hashulchan 
(102:11) writes more broadly that one may be 
lenient in this matter.

The Eshel Avraham adds that even for those 
who are stringent in passing diagonally next to 
somebody davening, somebody taking three steps 
back at the end of his Amida may be lenient and 
pass diagonally in front of the person davening 
behind him. 

In fact, while the Shulchan Aruch (102:5) 
clearly rules that one must not take three steps 
back within four amos of somebody davening the 
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Amida, the Magen Avrohom (102:7) writes that 
the implication of Rashi is that the prohibition is 
only to “pass by and return to his place.” However 
merely taking three steps back does not constitute 
a problem. The common custom is not like this 
lenient ruling.

Passing for a Mitzvah

Authorities write that it is permitted for a Kohen 
to pass in front of somebody davening in order to 
wash his hands before duchaning. This is because 
it is permitted to pass by somebody davening in 
order to perform a mitzvah (Eshel Avraham). 

A lenient ruling on this question has also been 
given in the name of Rav Elyashiv (see Dalet 
Amos Shel Tefillah Vol. 1, Biurim Chap. 7, 
1:3), and is supported by the general custom 
(see Haberachah Hameshuleshes 4:19). Shut 
Minchas Yitzchak (Vol. 8, no. 10) however, 
writes that one should pass diagonally in front of 
the person davening (rather than directly in front 
of him), which as we have seen involves a dispute 
and is permitted where there is a need. 

Concerning something that is a custom, but 
not a full mitzvah, such as the washing of 
Kohanim’s hands by Leviim, Rabbi Mordechai 
Potash (Dalet Amos Shel Tefillah p. 61) writes 
that one should not pass in front of somebody 
davening since this is only an “added virtue” 
(the same ruling is given by Shut Anaf Eitz Avos 
no. 9). In addition, we find that some authorities 
are stringent concerning passing by somebody 
davening in order to hear Kaddish and Keduash 
(see Shut Yad Eliyahu 6, cited by Daas Torah), 
while others are lenient (see Shut Tzitz Eliezer, 
based on Eshel Avraham).

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Paksher (Haberachah 
Hameshuleshes p. 174) explains further that the 
principle mitzvah of washing hands is incumbent 
on the Kohen rather than the Levi, so that 
even where there is no other Levi to wash the 

Kohen’s hands, the Levi may not cross in front of 
somebody in prayer and the Kohen should wash 
his own hands. 

Yet, where the Levi will not be passing directly in 
front of somebody praying, but only crossing at 
a diagonal, it seems that this will be enough of a 
need for leniency. 

Does a Partition Help?

The Mishnah Berurah (102:2) notes (citing the 
Chayei Adam) that even when there is a partition 
in front of the person davening, whose dimensions 
are at least ten tefachim high (80cm) and four 
wide (32cm) one should still not pass in front of 
him. This is because the person davening will still 
be able to see the person walking by, and this will 
disturb his intent. A similar ruling is given by other 
authorities (see Peri Megadim 90:5). 

However, the Aruch Hashulchan (102:13) is 
lenient in this case, ruling that a halachic partition 
is sufficient to permit walking by, even if the person 
davening can see past it. The Eshel Avraham, 
who is also lenient, explains that in this case the 
person’s intent is not disrupted, since it is normal 
to walk past him and he expects it to happen. 
(He adds that the concern for disrupting intent 
relates to the possibility of something dropping or 
happening, and not to merely passing by.)

Somebody Blocking the Aisle

When somebody is davening in front of an aisle 
or other public place, Shut Tzitz Eliezer notes 
that there is greater room for leniency. Based 
on the Maharsham, he writes that under these 
circumstances it is permitted to pass in front of 
the person davening, since the needs of many 
defer the prohibition. The Eshel Avraham similarly 
notes this possibility, adding that somebody who 
davens in such an area takes into account the fact 
that people will pass by him.
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The Question:

If one’s biological father is Jewish and mother is not, and then the mother and children convert to 
Judaism, what is the halachic relationship between the children and the father? Is there any obligation 
of honoring parents, or halachoc of mourning? May one accept aveilus on oneself in this situation?

Answer:

The formal obligation of honoring parents does not apply to a non-Jewish parent, and there is no 
penalty for hitting them. The reason for this is that a convert is considered “newly born” and doesn’t 
have a formal legal relationship with his parents.

However, a person must honor a non-Jewish parent at the very least in the way that even non-Jewish 
children honor (or at least should honor) their parents. As Jews we are charged with being a “beacon 
of morality” for others, and showing respect for parents is a universal moral value that one must be 
careful to uphold even for non-Jewish parents.

Even if the formal definition of parenthood does not apply after conversion, a parent remains a parent 
in a deep and human way that transcends legal definitions.

It is permitted to accepted aveilus on oneself in these circumstances.

Sources:

Concerning Aveilus we find in a number of poskim (Zekan Aharon 2:87; Rav Ovadyah Yosef, 
Yecheveh Daas 6:60; Yalkut Yosef 7:27 – among others) that it is permitted to recite Kaddish over 
a non-Jew. This is also stated in Shut Maamakim (Vol. 3, p. 71); see also, at length, Mekavtziel, vol. 
35, pp. 89ff.

These sources relate specifically to a son born to a non-Jewish father (or to a non-Jew who saved 
Jewish lives in the Holocaust), and for such cases it is permitted and proper (see Zekan Aharon) to 
recite Kaddish and take on mourning practices.

At the End of Davening

Another possible reason for leniency is raised by 
the Maharsham (Daas Torah 102), who writes 
that it is only forbidden to pass by somebody 
davening when he is still in the main part of the 
Amida. If, however, he is davening the last part 
of the Amida, the tachanunim (where somebody 
can also add private supplications), it is permitted 

to pass by. 

A similar ruling is given by the Aruch Hashulchan 
(102:13) concerning taking three steps 
back when the person behind is davening the 
tachanunim at the end of the Amida.

However, the Mishnah Berurah (102:3) states 
that this does not constitute grounds for leniency.
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