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The uses of the synagogue

Bet k’nesset (house of meeting) 
The word ‘synagogue’ refers to a Jewish place of worship; many Jews refer to it as the bet 
k’nesset (house of meeting). The synagogue has an important role to play in the wider Jewish 
community. The name ‘bet k’nesset’ reflects the fact that as well as a place of prayer and  
worship, the synagogue plays a valuable role as that of a social centre, where various  
activities take place just as at the original Temple in Jerusalem. Modern synagogues are  
usually built with meeting rooms or classrooms incorporated into the building. There will 
sometimes be a hall for community use, which acts as a venue for a variety of events such as 
bar mitzvah and wedding celebrations. The synagogue therefore acts as a hub for all ages, 
holding youth club meetings, hosting lectures, and providing a meeting place for senior  
citizens.

‘Bet midrash’ (house of study) 
The name ‘bet midrash’ (house of study) and ‘shul’ (school) refers to the synagogue as a place 
for study and underlines the fact that education is very important in Jewish life. The Torah 
says: ‘And these words which I command you today shall be in your heart. You shall teach 
them diligently to your children …’ (Deuteronomy 6:6-7).  For many Jewish children who  
attend secular schools, there is no opportunity to study Hebrew as part of the mainstream 
curriculum. For this reason, Jewish children are able to attend Hebrew classes that are held at 
the synagogue. However, education does not stop with children. It is a process that is ongoing 
throughout life, and classes are also run for adults. Often a text from the Torah or Talmud is 
studied and sometimes there are lectures or discussion groups. Indeed, it has been  
suggested that the emphasis upon both the communal and educational aspect of the  
synagogue has been vital in contributing to the survival of the Jewish faith throughout the 
difficult times in its history.

The role of the synagogue in Jewish festivals 
The Jewish year is full of festivals and special days which provide opportunities for Jews to 
celebrate important events from their history, or to mark the different seasons of the year. As 
family and community are both very important in Jewish life, both the home and the  
synagogue have a role to play in such celebrations. The reading of the Torah is an important 
part of Sabbath, festivals and fasts, and as this can only take place at the synagogue, the  
synagogue retains a central role in Jewish festivals. During the marking of the New Year  
festival of Rosh Hashanah, for example the morning service at the synagogue can last from 
four to six hours. Rosh Hashanah is followed by the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) where 
prayers continue through the day, and the synagogue is usually very well attended. One  
particular festival that is celebrated in Orthodox synagogues is Simchat Torah. This is the day 
on which the annual reading of the Torah is completed with the final reading from  
Deuteronomy; and immediately begun again starting from the first chapter of Genesis. This 
acts as a reminder that the study of the Torah is a cycle that never ends. 
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The synagogue as a place of prayer  
Jews believe that a person can pray to God whenever or wherever they wish, although regular 
opportunities are provided through daily communal prayer services at the synagogue. The 
synagogue can therefore also be designated as a bet tefillah (house of prayer). On each day 
a Jew is able to attend one of three services that offer an opportunity for communal prayer. 
There is arvit (evening prayer), shacharit (morning prayer) and minchah (afternoon prayer). 
According to the Talmud, the three daily services are intended to correspond with the times 
when sacrifices were offered at the Temple in Jerusalem. 

The synagogue as a place of ritual 
There remains within Judaism today a tradition regarding ritual and spiritual purity. Many 
synagogues continue to provide a facility for this ritual to continue, and this is done by means 
of a mikveh. Mikveh means ‘a place where water has gathered’, and refers to a special pool 
where Jews can immerse to purify themselves. The mikveh is usually a private area attached 
to the synagogue, and there are separate areas for men and women. A mikveh is also used 
for the immersion of kitchen utensils (unless they have been manufactured by a Jewish  
company, under the supervision of a rabbi). This practice has come about in response to the 
kosher food laws, and its intention is to prevent the use of any item that may have come into 
contact with non-kosher food products. Circumcision rites as overseen by a qualified mohel 
are usually, but not always, performed in the synagogue as well.

The synagogue as a rabbinical court or bet din (house of judgement)  
In areas where there is a large Jewish population there is usually a bet din attached to the 
synagogue. The bet din serves two primary functions for members of the Jewish community: 
(1) making judgements on civil disputes using Jewish law; and, (2) ruling on religious matters. 
A bet din is made up of a panel of three judges (known as dayanim) who listen to people  
presenting their cases and question witnesses themselves. The judges then reach a verdict 
and give their decision. The judges are usually very experienced rabbis with a good deal of 
communal experience between them. In Orthodox Judaism, the bet din will consist of three 
men; whilst in Progressive communities women serve as well. Sometimes Jews will bring their 
business disputes before the bet din and will request that they reach a judgement on the 
matters. They are also responsible for issuing Jewish divorce certificates; ensuring that food 
products can be declared kosher; and issuing labels and licences for butchers. The bet din 
also tests people who wish to convert to the Jewish faith.


