
n many Orthodox shuls today,
talking during davening and layning,
particularly on Shabbat, has become
the norm.  It is, in fact, a problem of
epidemic proportions. Talking typically
begins during Shacharit, gets worse
during layning and haftorah, and rises
to a crescendo during Mussaf.  One of
my friends recently quipped that in his
shul, the baal tefillah for Mussaf could
walk out during chazorat hashatz and
no one would notice.  Not funny.

What is most surprising about talk-
ing during davening is that it crosses
all Orthodox hashkafot, from the left
wing synagogue to the right wing
shtiebel and everywhere in between.
Even more difficult to understand is
that the talkers include men and
women who are generally very careful
about their observance of Torah and
mitzvot.  How is it possible to explain
that men who drag themselves out of
bed each morning at the crack of dawn
to attend a Daf Yomi shiur will think
nothing of talking to their neighbors
about the stock market or the Yankees
during the Shacharit that follows?

The most troubling by p roduct of this
phenomenon (and one that, I believe ,
we almost totally ignore) is the impact
this behavior is having on our childre n .
Respect for t e fil l a h is, to a large extent,
no longer part of our m e s o ra h.  On the
c o n t r a ry, l a c k of respect for t e fil l a h i s
being passed on to our children.  And,
what message re g a rding k a vod hara v a re
we imparting to our children when the

r a b b i’s constant pleas for quiet are ro u-
tinely ignored?  In many school
m i n y a n i m and on Shabbat, many of
our children roam the halls and congre-
gate with their friends during dave n i n g .
While most ye s h i vo t t ry to emphasize
the importance of t e fil l a h, they are ru n-
ning smack into the contrary message
being passed on at home.  Childre n
watch their parents as they talk non-
stop during davening, walk out during
the h a f t o ra h for kiddush clubs, or go
t h rough an entire layning without eve n
opening their C h u m a s h i m! How can we
expect them to have respect for praye r ?

I believe that there are two primary
reasons why talking in shul has become
the norm.  The first is the fact that
shul-going (particularly on Shabbat)
has become a social event.  The second
is a basic lack of understanding about
both the halachot and hashkafot of
tefillah and appropriate conduct in a
shul. These are very complicated sub-
jects and it is not the purpose of this
article to analyze them,1 but I believe
the following proposal addresses them
both.  It is a proposal to develop a
grass roots movement that will slowly
change many peoples’ attitudes towards
talking during tefillah.

The proposal is extremely simple.  It
is modeled after the immensely success-
ful Mi s h m e ret Sh m i rat Ha l a s h o n p ro j e c t ,
a project that has made a powe rf u l
impact on lashon hara, another destru c-
t i ve problem afflicting Ort h o d ox circ l e s .

In a mishmeret shmirat halashon, each
participant obligates himself or herself
to refrain from speaking or listening to
lashon hara or rechilut for two hours
each day. The mishmeret could be act-

ing on behalf of a person with a serious
health problem, someone needing a
shidduch, or a childless couple hoping
for children.  Every two weeks, the
mishmeret selects another person in
whose zechut it is acting.  Importantly,
the members of the mishmeret get
together periodically to reinforce what
they are doing.  Often at such gather-
ings, an individual who has a particular
expertise or insight into the laws or
hashkafah of this particular mitzvah
addresses them.

My proposal is for eve ry s h u l to estab-
lish its own m i s h m e ret shmirat hatefil l a h.
Each m i n y a n would designate leaders
who would re c ruit members and identi-
fy the people who have some type of
need.  The members of the m i s h m e re t
would agree to refrain from talking dur-
ing t e fil l a h for a week in the ze c h u t o f
the identified person or people.  T h e
rabbi of each s h u l would focus his
Shabbat d i v rei To ra h solely on the laws
of hanhagah b’veit haknesset [ p roper syn-
agogue behavior] and hashkafic aspects
of t e fil l a h for a number of weeks follow-
ing the launching of the m i s h m e ret ( a n d
periodically thereafter).  The s h u l w o u l d
also schedule guest lecturers from time
to time to re i n f o rce the importance of
this undert a k i n g .

Why would a mishmeret work when
so many other attempts have failed?  I
believe that most people attend shul
with the best intentions.  However,
when friends or acquaintances engage
them in conversation, they join in and
exacerbate the problem.  When a shul
is seen as a social setting, it is hard,
without being impolite, to tell people that
you’d rather not talk.  It would be 
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A Little Humility

I read the article by Jo n a t h a n
Rosenblum in the Just Be t ween Us col-
umn, “A Little Hu m i l i t y, Pl e a s e” (Je w i s h
Ac t i o n, Spring 1999), with a great deal
of curiosity; for whom was he writing?

If he intended to write to the
Ort h o d ox community, what pre c i s e l y
did the article add?  Our tradition is
replete with examples, role models and
lessons about humility, no doubt.
From Moses to Moses, examples
abound of the virtue of living a humble
life, filled with awe and a sense of piety.

And if the article was intended for a
non-traditional or non-Ort h o d ox crowd ,
did he believe that with a brow - b e a t i n g
message he would change a mind?

The example of a wedding is a good
one.  The recitation of the posuk which
marries chatan to kallah is very power-
ful.  It has been recited by Jewish
grooms for over 1,000 years, in dozens
of countries, millions of times in mil-
lions of circumstances.  When one
recites, “Harei at…” it connects one to
all other brides and grooms in the his-
tory of our people.  This cannot be
tampered with, as he suggests, for its
value is far and wide.  But why not
suggest something positive for the
many who may not share Rosenblum’s
background?  Simply criticizing some-
one who may not appreciate the histor-
ical value of a mitzvah as arrogant
serves little purpose, as you’re either
“preaching to the choir,” or further
repelling those already disengaged.

Positive suggestions for making
mitzvot meaningful abound.  For
instance, when my wife and I got mar-
ried, we had a challenge, for some of
our closest friends and family were
female, and there aren’t too many roles

for women in a strictly Orthodox wed-
ding.  Or aren’t there?  For starters, we
asked only women to sign the civil
marriage license, and, more meaning-
fully, to hold the four chupah poles
during the ceremony. We found a way
to include some of the people dearest
to us while maintaining tradition.

It’s about balance.  Meaning can be
obtained if we think and act creatively
within the boundaries of halachah.  It’s
not just humility nor self-centeredness;
life is rarely black or white…

Jeffrey Korbman
Highland Park, New Jersey

The Challenge of Cre a t i ve Te e n s

If I had read “The Challenge of
Cre a t i ve Te e n s”  [Su m m e r, 1999] a few
years ago, I am almost sure I would
h a ve wondered if the need you have
s t ressed for a Jewish art school isn’t a bit
overstated.  Having read the art i c l e
n ow, as a full time educator in a
Modern Ort h o d ox high school, I can
fully identify with your suggestion.  Art
has indeed become the outlet of expre s-
sion for so many of today’s Jew i s h
teenagers, and many of them are also
quite talented.  Whether it be drawing,
painting or sculpting, these students
h a ve found a hobby that they treat as
i m p o rtantly as any other academic sub-
ject.  Not long ago I had a student who
left high school in the eleventh grade to
attend an art school, in order to get an
early start on her care e r.  The need for a
religious art-oriented high school is
ve ry much a re a l i t y.  I strongly applaud
your suggestions, and I encourage any
f u rther effort s .

Karen Klein
Kew Garden Hills, New York
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perceived differently, however, if the
reason they are refraining from talking
is to benefit a person in need.  As a
member of the mishmeret, all one
would need to do is politely say,
“Sorry.  I’m in the mishmeret, I can’t
talk.”  I believe that such a response
would be respected.  In fact, I have
often seen my wife, a member of the
local mishmeret shmirat halashon,
politely and effectively use this
approach to cut off lashon hara at our
own Shabbat table.

If a large enough core were to sign
up for the mishmeret, it could have a
significant impact on the decorum in a
shul.  Many large shuls have smaller,
parallel or hashkamah minyanim that
tend to be less noisy. These minyanim
might be a good place to start.
Another suggestion, offered by a
friend, is to begin the project more
modestly:  a mishmeret that acts only
once a month, perhaps every Shabbat
Mivorchim, would initially attract
more participants.  Perhaps people
would more easily commit to “giving
up” talking once a month rather than
making a long-term, total commit-
ment.  I would encourage even this
modest start because I believe that
once people get a taste of respectful
davening, many of them will prefer it
to what they are now used to.

The introduction of the m i s h m e re t
s h m i rat halashon p roject was met with
g reat skepticism and it has proved to be
a powe rful force in the battle against
lashon hara, spreading to communities
all over Israel and the United States.  I
feel that re g a rding appropriate behavior
in s h u l, as with most m i t z vo t, people
would really prefer to do the right thing.
What do we have to lose by trying? 

Notes:
1.  For an excellent description and in-depth
analysis of the problem of social conve r s a t i o n
in shuls, see Dr. Y i s roel Levitz’s outstanding
a rticle, “Talking During Te fil a h :
Understanding the Phenomenon,” T h e
Jo u rnal of Halacha and Contempora ry Society,
Spring 1997, Pesach 5757.
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