
The Har Nof Massacre – Is There Any Lesson to Learn? 
By Mordechai Lewis 

Two Arab terrorists burst into the 6:25 minyan at the Kehillat Bnei Torah shul on Rechov 

Agassi just as chazaras hashatz began… They took four lives inside the shul, four of the 

community’s crown jewels… they had left an entire nation shocked and shaken. The scenes of 

that Tuesday recall medieval pogroms… or the killing fields of Nazi Europe... Reb Ron Ilan, who 

served as baal tefillah that day, will never forget that Shemoneh Esreh. “I took three steps back, 

finishing my private Shemoneh Esreh, and waited a few moments for everyone else to finish. At 

7:01, I put my tallis over my head and started chazaras hashatz. About 30 people were there 

behind me. Suddenly I heard yelling. I glanced behind me and saw two Arabs holding long 

knives. Everyone was paralyzed. One of the Arabs took advantage of that fraction of a second 

and started shooting in every direction…1 

Do we know the reason for why the Har Nof massacre took place? No. However, Rav 

Schwab reassures us, “If we have questions or contradictions, we must use our mind to the best 

of our capacity to attempt to resolve them within the parameters of Torah study.”2 

Therefore, R’ Elazar ben Avina tells us, “Misfortune comes to the world only on account 

of Israel…’3 The Meiri says, “If misfortune rains upon the Jews themselves, they should assume 

responsibility for the tragedy...”4 As the Gemara5 says “All Jews are responsible for one 

another.” 

The Har Nof massacre happened within our own nation and it took place in a shul. 

Hashem tells the Novi, “I said [in wreaking this destruction], just fear Me, [Israel], extract a 

lesson.”6 

What is Hashem referring to by fear? My Sanctuary you shall fear.7 To which the 

Seforno8 explains, “The holy sites sites of the Jewish people during the years of their exile, such 

as shuls and study halls are described by the Novi as a ‘miniature Mikdash.’ Our sages derive 

from the Novi that these are the shuls and study halls that, in exile; take the place of the 

Sanctuary.”9 

When did this attack occur? Just as chazaras hashatz began. 

What lesson does Hashem want our nation to extract from this massacre? That we aren’t 

treating chazaras hashatz with the proper respect that it deserves. People are unaware that it1’s 

                                                           
1  For further details of the story, see Mishpacha Jewish Family Weekly, November 25, 2014, The Scene. 

2  Rav Schwab on Chumash by Rabbi Myer Schwab, page 72. 
3  Yevamos 63a, see Rashi “בשביל ישראל” and Rashi to Shemos 7:3 “ואני אקשה”. 

4  Artscroll Yevamos 63a, note 44. 
5  Sanhedrin 27b “שכולן ערבים זה בזה” and Shevuos 39a “כל ישראל ערבים זה בזה”. 

6  Tzofanyah 3:6. 

7  See Vayikra 19:30 and 26:2. 
8  Vayikra 26:2 “ומקדשי תיראו”. 

9  The Mishnah Berurah (151:1) says, “We are obligated to act with reverence when we enter a shul or beis medrash 

since they are considered a Mikdash me’at – a minor scale Beis HaMikdash.” 
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not optional, but forbidden to talk during chazaras hashatz!10 In fact, the Mishnah Berurah11 

says, “Several shuls were destroyed because of this sin.”12 To which, the Magein Avraham13 

adds, “They were turned into churches due to the fact that talking took place in those shuls.” 

The Gemara14 says, “Hashem is to be found at the Beis HaKnesses.” Nevertheless, if we 

talk during davening when it’s forbidden15 – especially chazaras hashatz16 – we cause the 

Shechinah to leave Klal Yisroel!!!17 (I.e. to be chased away). Once that happens, then we are 

essentially davening in a “G-d vacant” shul. 

Going back to the article, “Reb Ron Ilan said, ‘I took three steps back, finishing my 

private Shemoneh Esreh, and waited a few moments for everyone else to finish…’” 

The Shulchan Aruch18 says, “One who has concluded his silent shemonah esrei prayer 

before the shliach tzibbur, may NOT turn his face around towards other people until the shliach 

tzibbur finishes his tefillah. Also, it is forbidden to talk (to someone else - even to whisper), while 

others who are still davening.19 

                                                           
10  Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 124:7 and Mishnah Berurah 131:1. 
11  124:27. 

12  The following story was said over by Rabbi Moshe Stern: 

During the Holocaust in the winter of 1944, I was with a group of people near the train station in the city 

Rechov. All of sudden out of nowhere, an old lady approaches us and says, “Jews, Jews, do you know why you’re 

suffering so much? Because you are talking about mundane things in the middle of tefillah and organize all of your 

business in the shul!” After she finished saying this, she disappeared within seconds…” 

How do we know that this story is accurate? Because Yehuda Nuezan recounts, “Rav Moshe Stern signed 

his name after Shabbos on ‘Parshas Vayeishev, 24th of Kisleiv, 5735 years since the creation of the world.’”) 

13  151. 
14  Berachos 6a. 

15  These times are: 

• From Baruch She’amar until the end of Chazaras HaShatz (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 51:4), 

• After one has concluded his silent Shemoneh Esrei (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 123:2), 

• During Kaddish (Mishnah Berurah 56:1). In addition, “If one speaks during Kaddish, then when his 

children say Kaddish for him after he dies, it will not help his neshama, because he mocked the Kaddish 

while he was alive…” (Kavod Beis Hashem, page 223), 

• During K’rias HaTorah (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 146:2 and Mishnah Berurah 5), 

• Vayechulu and Magein Avos (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 268:12 and Mishnah Berurah 56:1), 

• The Haftarah and its blessing (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 146:3 and 284:3). 

16  See Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 124:7. 

17  See Piskei Teshuvah 124:7 “...חומר עוון שיחת חולין”; Shelah, Vayeitzei page 137 and Mesillas Yesharim, chapter 19, 

page 125. The Kav HaYosher explains this process: “When people talk in shul, the Shechinah is chased away, 

measure for measure, Hashem says, “I see that a shul devoid of the Shechinah does not bother you, so I will let the 

shuls be destroyed and turned into churches.” 

18  Orach Chayim 123:2. 
19  There two reasons for this: 

a) He will disturb the concentration of those who are still praying (Turei Zahav).

b) People will suspect that he skipped some of the prayers (Magein Avraham 123:9). Although, it is permitted, 

however, for a Rav to answer a halachic question that is posed to him during chazaras hashatz.
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Moreover, the Shulchan Aruch HaRav20 says, “One who talks while the shatz is 

mentioning the praises of Hashem demonstrates that he has no desire to join the chazzan in 

praising Hashem and thereby creates a chillul Hashem!”21 Furthermore, one who gets other 

people to converse with him during chazaras hashatz will not be given the means to repent.”22 23 

Who would want to fall into that category? 

Secondly, Rav Zechariah Gelley says, “The tefillos are not appreciated enough because 

most people do not understand their underlying meaning.”24 That’s the reality of the situation. 

Thus, “Tefillah requires constant strengthening.”25 For if one doesn’t work on strengthening 

himself in tefillah, eventually his tefillos will become a burden on him.26 Moreover, he must also 

learn the halachos of tefillah. As the Chidah27 says, “The only way a person will be saved from 

his yeitzer hara is through learning halacha.” 

The Gemara28 states, “Everything that the Holy One, Blessed Is He, created, He created 

for His honor…” As the Maharal29 says, “…There is no greater honor we can give Him than by 

fulfilling His commandments and serving Him.” For this task is only designated to His nation 

Yisrael, as it is stated, ‘This people which I fashioned for Myself that they declare My might and 

praise…”30 There Hashem informs the Novi, “You are My servant, Yisrael, through whom I am 

glorified”31 We have an awesome responsibility on our shoulders! 

In Rav Eliyahu Dessler’s words, “A person should first sanctify Hashem’s Name before 

other Jews by teaching them the proper way and from there he should proceed to the next level, 

to sanctify His Name before the nations.”32 Each one of us is an ambassador onto our fellow 

Jew(s) and the world at large. 

Elsewhere, the Maharal33 writes, “Hashem created the world (for us) to serve Him - 

                                                           
20  124:10. 
21  See Aruch HaShulchan 124:12. 
22  See Avos 5:18; Yuma 87a and Orchos Tzaddikim, Sha’ar Anavah “ויש עוד ענוה גדולה”. 

23  The father of the Shelah HaKadosh states, “I swear, amongst all sins, I have not found any as terrible as one who 

speaks in Shul purposely and thereby humiliates the honor of Hashem. He is as bad as Yeravam ben Navat, who 

sinned with Avodah Zarah and caused others to sin. This sin holds back the coming of Moshiach.” (Piskei Teshuvah 

124:7 “ חולין...חומר עוון שיחת  ”, footnote 57; Yabe’ah Omer Vol 1, Orach Chayim 10:11; Mikdash Me’at, page 27; 

Emunas Yisrael, Derush 4 and Zohar 3:76a “גָלּוָתא ָרֵאל בְּ ִבין יִשְּ ַעכְּ  .”ָתאנָא, ַעל ג' ִמִלין ִמתְּ

24  Paraphrasing the words of Berachos 6b.   
25  Berachos 32b. 

26  His attitude is that of one who is saddled with a chore and seeks to be done with it. Alternatively, he manifests such 

an attitude by davening at a hurried pace (see ArtScroll Berachos 29b, note 7). 

 , פרק ג' "ודע עוד".השמירה חובתספר בו א' "ויבא" עירובין, פרק ו', דף ס"ד עמוד, חלק ראשון פתח עיניםו ספרב ראה חיד"א  27

28  Yuma 38a. 

29  Gur Aryeh, Bereishis 1:1 “בשביל ישראל והתורה”. 
30  Yeshayah 43:21. 

31  Ibid. 49:3. To understand this principle, see Yuma 86a. 

32  See Michtav Me’Eliyahu Volume 3, page 118. 
33  See Derech Chayim, chapter 1 “וגם העבודה”. 
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through tefillah…34 which is the second thing that keeps the world standing.35 However, when we 

don’t serve Him properly (i.e. talk during davening), He brings destruction and doom to the 

world. Why? By showing a lack of respect for Tefillah, we are in essence, dishonoring Hashem 

and negating our national purpose of existence…” 

In conclusion, Rav Chayim Palagi says, “One who is careful not to speak in shul during 

davening will he blessed to see children, long life, great success, and will NOT suffer the pains 

of Gehinnom. He will never lack in his livelihood. After a long and successful life, his body will 

not decompose. Besides the aforementioned, there is a promise that Hashem will listen to all of 

his tefillos…”36 

Let’s strive to become better people.37 In this merit, may Hashem soon fulfill, “For My 

House will be called a House of Prayer for all the nations!”38 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To view this article online, go to www.sefaria.org/sheets/66736. For comments or feedback, please email 

sreviewch@gmail.com 

                                                           
34  See Taanis 2a. Also the Rambam says, “It is a positive Torah commandment to pray every day (Mishnah Torah, 

Hilchos Tefillah 1:1), as it says, ‘You shall serve Hashem your G-d.’” (Shemos 23:25). 

35  See Avos 1:2. 

36  Techochos Chayim, Cheilek Shemos, Parshas Terumah “ומלבד”. 
37  Avos 2:8. The actual wording is, “(And) in a place where there are no men, strive to be a better man.” 

38  Yeshayah 56:7. 
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