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The Mourner’s Kaddish:

A New Interpretation

Rabbi Elie Kaunfer - kaunfer@hadar.org

Limmud 2018

“In solemn testimony to that unbroken faith which links the generations one to
another, let all who are in mourning now rise to magnify and sanctify God’s
holy name.” — Silverman Siddur, p. 161

The Full Kaddish

1) Exalted and sanctified be His great name
in the world which He created

according to His will

and may He rule His kingdom

in your lifetime and in your days,

and in the lifetime of all Israel

speedily and in the near future,

and say Amen.

2) May His great Name be blessed
forever and for all eternity.

3) Blessed and praised,

and glorified, and exalted and uplifted

and honored and elevated and extolled

be the Name of the Holy One, blessed is He

4) [that is] above all the blessings and songs
praises and consolations

which we utter in the world

and say Amen

[5) May there be acceptance of the prayers
and supplications of all Israel

before their Father in heaven,

and say Amen]

6) May there be great peace from heaven
and life for us and for all Israel
and say Amen

7) He who makes peace

in His high heavens

may He make peace

for us and for all Israel

and say Amen

(Translation: Metsudah Siddur)
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2. Power of “Yehei Shmei”:
A. It is the foundation of the world

...Upon what basis, then, does the world endure?
Upon the Kedusha of the Order and upon “May
His great name...” of the [public study of]
aggadah [rabbinic legend].

(B. Sotah 49a)
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2B. It nullifies evil judgements

R. Yehoshua ben Levi said: Whoever responds:
“Amen, May his great name be blessed” with
all his might, the (evil) decree in judgment
against him is torn up....

(B. Shabbat 119b)
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2C. One must interrupt the amidah to say it
They asked of him: Should one interrupt (the
amidah) to say “May His great name be
blessed”? Rav Dimi said: Rabbi Yehudah and
Rabbi Shimon, students of Rabbi Yohanan said:
One should never interrupt the amidah, except to
say “May His great name be blessed.” Even if
one is engaged in studying “ma'aseh merkavah”
(mystical texts in Ezekiel), one interrupts (to say
it). But Halacha does not follow this opinion.

(B. Berachot 21b)
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3. Importance to Christianity

6] But thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy
closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to
thy Father which is in secret; and thy Father
which seeth in secret shall reward thee openly.
[7] But when ye pray, use not vain repetitions, as
the heathen do: for they think that they shall be
heard for their much speaking.

[8] Be not ye therefore like unto them: for your
Father knoweth what things ye have need of,
before ye ask him.

[9] After this manner therefore pray ye: Our
Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy
name.

[10] Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in
earth, as it is in heaven.

[11] Give us this day our daily bread.
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[12] And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our AR DMWY
debtors.
(Matthew 6:9-10)
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4. What are we praying for?

(18) On that day, when Gog sets foot on the soil
of Israel - declares the Lord god - My raging
anger shall flare up. (19) For | have decreed in
My indignation and in My blazing wrath: On that
day, a terrible earthquake shall befall the land of
Israel. (20) The fish of the sea, the birds of the
sky, the beasts of the field, all creeping things
that move on the ground, and every human being
on earth shall quake before Me. Mountains shall
be overthrown, cliffs shall topple, and every wall
shall crumble to the ground.

(21) I will then summon the sword against him
throughout My mountains - declares Lord God -
and every man’s sword shall be turned against his
brother. (22) | will punish him with pestilence
and with bloodshed; and | will pour torrential
rain, hailstones, and sulfurous fire upon him and
his hordes and the many peoples with him.

(23) Thus will I manifest My greatness and My
holiness, and make Myself known in the sight of
many nations. And they shall know that | am the
Lord.

(Ezekiel 38:18-23)
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4A. Interpreting the first line

At first he requests from God to hurry His
promise, as He promised us through his
prophet: Thus will I manifest My greatness
and My holiness, and make Myself known in
the sight of many nations.

- Rav Hai Gaon (10-11" ¢)

702 MWW 113 — N7 29 WITR hY mawen nw
156-161 .2

113,102 WOnaR Dpnn v1o[9n wpan X ann]n
VTN SNWIPNT '7ANM 80237 7 5V [amvanw]
abmin Ra M DU RN 0 i

4B. Interpreting the first line 11

This is the meaning of “May God’s name be
magnified and sanctified.” In the future His
name should be made great and sanctified, as
it is written: And they will know that | am
YHVH. For right now, He is not written as
He is called. He is called Adonai, but He is
written YHVH.

- Sefer HaPardes of Rashi
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5A. Source of Yehei Shmei: Daniel

(17) Then Daniel went to his house and informed
his companions, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah,
of the matter, (18) that they might implore the
God of Heaven for help regarding this mystery,
so that Daniel and his colleagues would not be
put to death together with the other wise men of
Babylon.

(19) The mystery was then revealed to Daniel in
a night vision; then Daniel blessed the God of
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Heaven. (20) Daniel answered and said:
“Let the name of God be blessed forever and

ever, for wisdom and power are His.”
(Daniel 2: 17-20)
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5B. Source of Yehei Shmei: Job

(20) Then Job arose, tore his robe, cut off his
hair, and threw himself on the ground and
worshiped. (21) He said: “Naked came I out of
my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return
there; God has given, and God has taken away.
Blessed be the name of God.

(Job 1:20-21)
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5C. Source of Yehei Shmei: Psalms

(1) Halleluyah! O servants of God, give praise;
praise the name of God. (2) Let the name of
God be blessed now and forever.

(Psalms 113:1-2)
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5D. Source of Yehei Shmei: Midrash

...And what is the reason we say [Baruch Shem
Kevod following the Shma]? We follow the
following drash of R. Shimon b. Lakish: “Yaakov
called his sons and said: “Come together that |
may tell you what is to befall you in days to
come.” (But Yaakov couldn’t see the future, and
was concerned his children would stray). His
sons_answered: Listen Yisrael (=Jacob), God is
our God, God is One. Just as you only have one
in your heart, so too we only have one in our
heart. At that moment, Jacob opened his mouth
and said: Blessed be the name of His glorious
kingdom forever and ever....

(B. Pesahim 56a)
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5E. Source of Yehei Shmei: Targum
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(Mikraot Gedolot, Targum Yerushalmi, Deut 6:4, p.
97)
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6. Should we say it silently or out loud?
“Whoever responds: 'Amen, May his great name
be blessed' with all his might” (Shabbat 119b) -
The meaning is, with all his kavannah (intention).
Thus explains Rashi. But R. Yitzhak the Elder
says that there it says in the Pesikta of R.
Yishmael b. Elisha:... “in a loud voice.”

(Tosafot Shabbat 119b)
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7A. What is the function of Baruch Shem
Kevod?: Precursor to “amen”

In the Temple, what would they say on fast days?
“Blessed is God, God of Israel, who is from
eternity to eternity.” But they would not say
amen in the Temple....

[The leader] would say: “Blessed is God, God of
Israel, who is from eternity to eternity,” and they
would answer after him: Baruch Shem Kevod
Malchuto.

(T. Ta’anit 1:11)
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7B. What is the function of Baruch Shem
Kevod?: Response on Yom Kippur

He came to his bullock, and his bullock was
standing between the Ulam and the Altar, its head
to the south and its face to the west; and the priest
stands in the east and his face is to the west, and
places his two hands on it and he makes
confession. And thus he would say: “O Hashem, I
have done wrong, | have transgressed. | have
sinned before You, I and my house. O Hashem
forgive the wrongdoings, and the transgressions,
and the sins, that | have done wrong, and that |
have transgressed, and that | have sinned before
You, | and my house, as it is written in the Torah
of Moses your servant: “For on this day shall
atonement be made for you from all your sins,
You shall be clean before the Lord” (Lev. 16:30).
And they answered after him: “Blessed be the
Name of the glory of His kingdom forever and
ever.”

(M. Yoma 3:8)
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8. God’s connection to Yehei Shmei

A baraita teaches: Rabbi Yose said: One time |
was walking on the path, and | entered a ruin
from one of the ruins of Jerusalem in order to
pray. Elijah of blessed memory came and
watched the doorway wuntil | finished my
prayer....He said to me...:

“Whenever the Israelites go into the synagogues
and schoolhouses and respond: ‘May His great
name be blessed’, God shakes His head and
says: “Happy is the king who is thus praised in
His house! Woe to the father who had to banish
his children, and woe to the children who had to
be banished from the table of their father!”

(B. Berachot 3a)
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9. Source for L’eila: Nehemiah

(1) On the twenty-fourth day of this month, the
Israelites assembled, fasting, in sackcloth, and
with earth upon them. (2) Those of the stock of
Israel separated themselves from all foreigners,
and stood and confessed their sins and the
iniquities of their ancestors.

(3) Standing in their places, they read from the
scroll of the Teaching of God their God for one-
fourth of the day, and for another forth they
confessed and prostrated themselves before God
their God. (4) On the raised platform of the
Levites stood Jeshua and Bani, Kadmiel,
Shebaniah, Bunni, Sherebiah, Bani, and Chenani,
and cried in a loud voice to God their God.

(5) The Levites Jeshua, Kadmiel, Bani,
Hashabniah, Sherebiah, Hodiah, and Pethahiah
said: “Rise, bless God your God who is from
eternity to eternity: ‘May Your glorious name be
blessed, exalted though it is above every
blessing and praise.’”

(Nehemiah 9:1-5)

v PO M

WONI 7T W2 AY2R) oMy obd (X)
D2 TRINI DOPY DX X
1AV 21 "1 Y1 DRI vr 19T ()
:D,j’nﬂt_g m:n';]] DU’DN'EU Sy 17107

PP NIIA 9902 RPN 2THY Y 1mIpn (3)
DN va) oo vy opiow
D :DP7Y P2 DNGDY

RNTR 1 VI 070 Ayn PY op ()
2973 21P2 WY 32 C12 AW %32 MY
DTN PP 7

MIAVN °12 PRNTRY YT ON70 1NN (1)
N¥ 1272 WP MO0 Y mTIn MY
DY 39737 D719 7Y 0217 1 DI PR
219003 71972 92 DY aniom 77123

10A. Mourner’s Kaddish: Comfort through Memory
The concept of a God who is Himself pained by the sufferings of His children is a powerful and
rich idea....The Midrashic God mourns just as do human beings: sitting in sackcloth, weeping,

walking barefoot (Lam. R. 1:1).

Perhaps most poignantly, God reverses the famous verse in Isaiah: (40:1) “Comfort, O comfort
my people, says your God” [»ay mn3 mn3] to a plea that the people assuage His pain: “Comfort
Me, comfort Me, O My people [>ry »ny »»nn3] (PDRK 16:9).

God is not only suffering, but turns to human beings as they so often turn to Him, to salve the

wounds of this world.
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(David Wolpe, Healer of Shattered Hearts, pp. 147, 150)

10B. Mourner’s Kaddish: Comfort through Memory

Now the Jew who is tormented by his afflictions thinks that he alone suffers, as if all his
personal afflictions and those of all Israel do not affect [God] above, God forbid. Scripture
states, however, “In all their troubles, He was troubled” (Isaiah 63:9), and the Talmud states:
When a person suffers, what does the Shekhinah say? “My head is too heavy for me, My arm is
too heavy for Me.” Our sacred literature tells us that when a Jew is afflicted, God, blessed be
He, suffers as it were much more than the person does.

It may be that since He, blessed be He, is not subject to any limitation - for which reason no
conception of Him is possible in the world - therefore His suffering from Israel’s troubles is
also boundless. It is not merely that it would be impossible for a person to endure the
experience of such great suffering, but that even to conceive of His suffering, blessed be He - to
know that He, blessed be He, does suffer, to hear His voice, blessed be He: “Woe for I have
destroyed My House and have exiled My children” -is impossible, because He is beyond the

confined of the human.
(Eish Kodesh, Feb 14, 1942 - trans. Nehemia Polen)

11. It is taught: R. Shimon ben Yohai said: Whoever
has a son that toils in Torah, it is as if he has not died.
- Genesis Rabbah 49
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12. An ordinary person who teaches his son Torah, his
son saves him from the judgement of hell.
- Eliyahu Zuta 12
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13. ...A story: R. Akiva saw a person who was naked
and black as coal. He was carrying on his head a
bundle ten times normal weight, and was running like
a horse.

R. Akiva commanded him to stop and said: Why are
you doing such hard work? If you are a slave, and your
master is doing this to you, | will redeem you from
him. And if you are poor, | will make you rich.

He said: Please, don’t delay me, perhaps those in
charge of me will become angered.

[R. Akiva] said: What is this and what do you do?

He said: | am dead. Every day they send me to cut
down wood and they burn me with it.

[R. Akiva] said: What was your work in the world you
came from (ie when you were alive?)

He said: | was a tax collector, and | was among the
leaders of the people. |1 would favor the rich and send
the poor to their death.

[R. Akiva] said to him: Have you heard from those in
charge of you if there is a repair?

He said: Please, don’t delay me. Perhaps those in
charge of me will become angered. For | have no
repair. However, | heard from them something which
cannot be: If I had a son, who were to stand in the

13 1220 ,NaY MAYN 27N M98 NN
DT 22 3NN 1D Y1 PIRA NN
TR INYRI PR NARD INRY INRD

VIR IMIRY DINON

% DTApPN DIRY MR NOINA Yar
IR DIN? I DR WITP IR N I

DRY AR 1Y VWY W)

PRV NVYN DIVN RIANDN 1NN
Y"1 nwynT

TNR DIR AIRIY N2PY 92 NVYN

DNAY NNYY DY Y

PRYYL NIVY PVI IWRI HY PPID M
DIDN NN P OM

AR ITRY NPY I 1YY M

nTaY NvY ANR And wRN IMIRY
7NN NV

NR P TO AV INTRY ANR T2Y DR
1N MR NTOR

IR VYN IR NNR Y DRI

N2OYN [DR] (D"R) RN Nwpaa YR
99 DINNN DMK 9P T3P RNY
PVYN NN T AN YR

oY 9521 RIN NN WRAN MR D IR
1797701 DIXY 210NY YMR DMV DN

Page 7 of 9

T3




1T
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH : HESED

congregation and say: Blessed is YHVH, who is
blessed; and they would answer after him: Blessed is
YHVH, the blessed, forever and ever. Or if he said:
Yitgadal and they answered after him: May His great
name be blessed — immediately they would release me
from punishment.

But I did not leave a son in this world. I left my wife
pregnant, and I don’t know if she gave birth to a son.
And who would teach him (anyway?) For [ don’t have
any friends in the world.

In that moment, R. Akiva took it upon himself to go
and investigate if he had a son, so that he could teach
him Torah and stand him before the congregation.

[R. Akiva] said: What is your name?

He said: Akiva

And the name of your wife?

Shushniba

And the name of your city?

Laodicea.

Immediately R. Akiva felt a great sorrow, and went
and asked after this person.

When he came to that place, he asked after him. They
said: The bones of that wicked one should be silent.
He asked after his wife. They said: May her memory
be erased from the world.

He asked after his son. They said: He is
uncircumcised. Even the mitzvah of circumcision we
didn’t do.

Immediately R. Akiva took him, circumcised him, and
sat him before him. He didn’t receive Torah until R.
Akiva fasted for 40 days.

A heavenly voice emerged and said: R. Akiva! Go and
teach him.

He went and taught him Torah, Keriat Shema, and the
Amidah, and Grace after meals. He stood him before
the congregation, and said: Blessed is YHVH, the
blessed. The congregation answered: “Blessed is
YHVH, the blessed, forever” until “Yitgadal” May His
great name...

At that moment, they immediately released him from
punishment.

Immediately he came to R. Akiva in a dream and said:
May it be God’s will that your mind be at ease in Gan
Eden, for you saved me from the punishment of hell.
Immediately R. Akiva said: YHVH, Your name is
forever; Your mention is from generation to
generation. ..

- Or Zarua, Laws of Shabbat, #50 (12" c.)
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14. R. Yishmael said: At the moment when Israel is
gathered in the study houses and hears a teaching from
a wise one, afterward they answer: “Amen, May His
great name be blessed”. In that moment, the Holy
Blessed One is joyful and rises in His world...

- Midrash on Proverbs 14
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