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Stepping Into Prayer

R. Elie Kaunfer - kaunfer@hadar.org

Rabbinic Yeshiva Intensive 5786/2026

Rav Hana bar Bizna said that R. Shimon Hasida
said: “The one who prays the Amidah must see
themselves as if the Shekhinah (God’s presence) is
before them, as it says: “I place YHVH before me,
always” (Ps. 16:8)

- B Sanhedrin 22a
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When one says the Amidah, one should walk three
steps forward to cross three camps - the camp of
Israel, the camp of the Levite, and the camp of the
Shekhinah.

- Sefer Ha-Manhig, Laws of Prayer, p. 83
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Just as there were in the desert three camps: the
camp of the shekhinah, the camp of the Levites
and the camp of the Israelites, so too in
Jerusalem: from the gate of Jerusalem until the
Temple mount is the camp of Israel. From the gate
of the Temple mount until the gate of Nicanor is
the Levite camp. From the camp of Nicanor and
inside is the camp of the Shekhinah. - T Keilim BK
1:12, ed. Zukermandel, p. 570; B Zevahim 116b;
Sifre Naso 1, p. 8
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The reason (we take three steps forward) before
reciting the Amidah is because of the verse
“darkness, cloud and thick smoke” (Deut 4:11).
This is also the reason why after the Amidah one
steps back three steps - to go through those 3
sections. - Kaf Ha-Hayyim OH 95:7, quoting Kitzur
Shlah
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“Moshe approached the thick smoke” (Ex. 20:18) -
through three barriers: “darkness, cloud and thick
smoke”. “Darkness” was the outer barrier, “cloud”
further in, and “thick smoke” the furthest in.

- Mekhilta DeRebbe Yishmael Bahodesh 9, p. 238
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Therefore one steps forward three steps before
one’s Amidah...as it is written “their legs were
straight-legged” (Ez. 1:7) - there are 3 legs. That is
to say: One must step forward 3 steps before the
Amidah, and then “straight” - one should be
straight and proper.

- Sefer Pardes of Rashi, ed. Ehrenreich, p. 329
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There are those who say that when one stands to pray the
Amidah one should walk forward three steps, in the
manner of drawing close and approaching something that
one must do.

- Rema OH 95:1
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When one wants to say the Amidah, one takes 3 steps
forward, as it is written that there are 3 “approaches” to
the Amidah:

“And Abraham approached,” “And Judah approached,”
“And Elijah approached.”

Sefer Rokeah (12" c.) #322

- Based on Bereishit Rabbah 49:8; 93:6, p. 506, 1154
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Abraham approached and said, “Will You sweep away the
innocent along with the guilty?
- Gen. 18:23
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Then Judah approached [Joseph] and said, “Please, my
lord, let your servant appeal to my lord, and do not be
impatient with your servant

- Gen. 44:18
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When it was time to present the grain offering, the
prophet Elijah approached and said, “O YHVH, God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Israel! Let it be known today that You
are God in Israel and that | am Your servant... Answer me,
YHVH, answer me, that this people may know that You,
YHVH, are God

- I Kings 18:36-37
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“[Judah] approached [Joseph] (Gen. 44:18)”: R. Yehudah,
R. Nehemiah, and our rabbis disagreed [about the
meaning of this word “approached”]:

R. Yehudah said: “approaching” means: approaching for
war. As it says (2 Sam 10:13): “So Joab and the people that
were with him drew near in battle.”

R. Nehemiah said: “approaching” means: persuasion. As it
says (Josh 14:6): “Then the children of Judah drew near to
Joshua”—to persuade him.

Our Rabbis said: “approaching” means: request. As it says
(I Kings 18:36): “And it came to pass at the time of the
evening offering, that Elijah the prophet came near.”

- Bereishit Rabbah 93, p. 1154
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R. Eleazar says: Judah said to [Joseph]: “l am ready for | Twn TNy n":Tn wa't 2ITan wATN
these three possibilities. If for persuasion, then great.
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stand opposite me, and | will stand opposite you.
- Midrash HaGadol to Gen 44:18, p. 754
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R. Yehudah says: “He approached” is the language of
love, as it says (Gen 27:27) “And [Jacob] drew near and

kissed [Isaac]”.
- Lekah Tov to Gen 44:18, ed. Buber, p. 108a.
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Moses said: Let me turn aside and see this great
vision; why won’t the bush burn?
- Exodus 3:3

A 15 Ninvy

NX DXINI NI NNOX YN NN (2)
10N Y2 N7 YT DTN YTan nxnn

R. Yohanan said: Moses took three steps at that
moment, as it says: “Let me turn aside and see”
(three words in Hebrew).

- Shemot Rabbah 2:6, ed. Shinan, p. 116
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“God saw that Moshe had turned aside to
look”—Since Moshe had looked at it, the Holy

Blessed One said: This one is fit to shepherd Israel.

- Shemot Rabbah 2:6, ed. Shinan, p. 116
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The Holy Blessed One said [to Moshe]: You were
troubled enough to see, | swear | will reveal Myself
through you.

- Midrash Tanhuma (Buber) Shemot 13, p. 4b
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If one stands to say the amidah in the place where he
was sitting, he should be careful to step back before
him three steps, and then return to his place to pray.
And if one is sitting in a place different from the place
he will stand and pray, he should go first to the place
that he intends to stand and pray, and then walk back
three steps, and return to the place where he will
stand to pray, for there is a great secret (power) in
stepping back three steps before he begins to pray. But
according to the simple explanation, they recall the
three miles that Israel went back when they stood at
Mt Sinai, and then came back and drew closer.

- Ben Ish Hai (1835-1909) Beshalah 3
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“The kings of armies run away, run away” They run
backward and they run forward. How much? 3
parsangs, which is the length of the camp of Israel.
Corresponding to this we take three steps backward
and forward. (See Midrash Tehillim 68:7)

- Siddur Rashi 29, p. 20
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R. Yosi of Sidon said in the name of R. Yohanan: Before his
Amidah, he would say: “YHVH, open my lips, and my mouth
will speak your praises (Ps. 51:17).”

-Y Berakhot 4:4; 8a
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When the rabbis instituted to say “YHVH, open my lips...” - it

is like an extension of the Amidah.
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(16) Save me from bloodguilt, O God, God, my deliverer,
that I may sing forth Your beneficence.

(17) My Master, open my lips, so that my mouth may speak
your praises.

(18) You do not want me to bring sacrifices; You do not
desire burnt offerings;

(19) True sacrifice to God is a broken spirit; God, You will
not despise a broken and crushed heart.
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