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    PREFACE

  


  IT STARTED AS a curiosity. My mother died and I was confronted by the question of how and when to say the Mourner’s Kaddish. Despite my Jewish education, I became aware that I knew little about the origin of the mystical prayer for the dead.


  At this point, I questioned some rabbis and scholars regarding the authorship of Kaddish. To my surprise they had many hypotheses but few concrete answers.


  Here was a universally respected Jewish prayer—one deeply moving and relevant to all Jews—yet it was hard to detect its historical roots.


  Intellectually curious, I wondered how could this be? Why such a deep mystery? My circle of friends and acquaintances—men and women, religious and secular—were all ready and willing to recite this prayer after the death of a loved one, yet no one could reliably pinpoint its source.


  I decided to try to find answers. In the course of the quest that followed, I discovered that the Kaddish prayer reflected and illuminated much of the history of the Jewish people in the Middle Ages. In addition, I found that its origin was quite surprising because of its trans-cultural aspects.


  This book will show that the tragedies that beset the Jews in the Middle Ages compelled the rabbis to look to Christians for a means to create a ritual that would help Jews to ventilate their mourning, grief, and sorrow. This is referred to as hukkot ha’goyim (the laws of the gentiles). The practice of borrowing ritual from non-Jews is generally forbidden by Jewish biblical and halachic law.


  The chapters that follow will show how the rabbis incorporated some of these rituals into the Kaddish, or prayer for the dead. They will show directly and indirectly how Jewish folklore and wisdom were applied spiritually, psychologically, and socially to sustain the prayer under unusually complicated and often disastrous circumstances.


  It is often said that if you have three Jews in a community, you will have four synagogues and probably many more rabbinical interpreters. This is a kind of metaphor for the fact that Jews and Judaism produced and produces enormous amounts of authoritative knowledge, debates, commentary, interpretations, prayers, and rituals on how the practice of the religion should be upheld or applied.


  Judaism has an enormous reservoir of knowledge and different branches (Orthodox, Conservative, and Reformed), and there are multifarious opinions in all of these branches and on every subject. This discourse on any Jewish subject is humongous and fills volume upon volume.


  I started this voyage to try to get a clearer picture of the prayer for the recitation of the Orphan’s Kaddish. When I thought about writing this book, I understood that I was undertaking to write a book about Kaddish, one of the most renowned prayers in Judaism, and it would invite possible controversy and surely comments and conversation. These are all welcome by the author.


  This book has given me much more understanding of the impact of Kaddish in general and the Orphan’s Kaddish, and by writing it, my wish is to relay the fascinating information and history that I found with the possibility of enlightening others. The revelations in this book are my personal subjective voyage incorporating ideas which, while authorities may differ, will hopefully illuminate the reader and encourage his or her own curiosity about such a meaningful prayer and its raison d’être.


  The book is my understanding, along with that of Saul Mayzlish, of the history and evolution of the Kaddish prayer. However, in no way is this interpretation meant to be the only one. Perhaps others who make a similar study might arrive at different conclusions. After all, a spiritual river has many different tributaries and only an individual with extreme hubris would believe that his or her path is the only waterway for the truth.

  



  Leon H. Charney


  New York, New York


  
    INTRODUCTION

  


  Writing a book of any sort is at best a dicey affair. Writing a book about a Judaic principle, could be even dicier. One could make the case that writing The Mystery of The Kaddish, was hubris on my part since the Kaddish has been in existence for many thousands of years so why should I have the temerity to write on such a subject?


  What has been most exciting and fulfilling about taking on this adventure is the response that the book has received from around the world, not only for its content but for the solace and help it gives to many people who are facing the obligation of saying Kaddish during the mourning period for one of their close kin.


  It impressed me greatly is that the book has not only found its place amongst Jewish people, but is highly praised and admired by Non-Jews as well. This book been found to be meaningful among my brethren, it has also been an inspiration in learning the history of the Jewish people to people who might not have explored the history and understanding of the Kaddish prayer which in itself reflects the history of the Jewish people for the past 1,000 years.

  



  —Leon H. Charney


  August 2008


  
    PROLOGUE

  


  WE MET AT the Hilton Hotel in Tel Aviv after years of separation: Leon Charney and Saul Mayzlish. Mayzlish tells me he thinks of me as a “renaissance man”: internationally prominent lawyer, New York businessman, TV moderator, and former U.S. Presidential advisor. I tend to think of myself as just a boy from Bayonne, New Jersey. Mayzlish is a prominent Orthodox Jew who has written many books popularizing Judaism. I have always appreciated his wisdom in print and on radio and television, where he is considered a personality in the religious community.


  The sun was setting in the west and my first question was, “Saul, where is the nearest minyan? I’m still in the shloshim [the first thirty days following the death] of my mother.” Saul seemed to be taken aback, having thoughts that my style of life might preclude my dedication to the commitment of saying Kaddish for a year. He was wrong.


  We walked together to the synagogue nearest the hotel. We arrived just in time for the final moments of the service. We glanced at one another and Mayzlish observed that I seemed transformed as I stood to say Kaddish. But why? It was simply a recitation of a familiar prayer, yet it elicited sparks of intense devotion.


  And I, best described as a modern traditional Jew, would not miss saying Kaddish. And the same applied to the other two daily prayer services as well, day after day, week after week, for a full eleven months. Airplane flights, computers, international business deals, hobnobbing with world leaders—they were all secondary to my need to say Kaddish for my mother.


  Mayzlish, too, reminded himself of the time he had said Kaddish for his mother, some six years earlier. He, too, had felt tremendous pressure to rush to prayers, squeezing time out of an already overcrowded schedule. Not to say Kaddish for his mother three times a day was unthinkable. After all, as is written in the Talmud’s Tractate Sotah 49a, the world exists due to the merit of those who repeat the Kaddish refrain: Yehei sh’mei rabbah: “May His great name be blessed.”


  Those three words in Aramaic are the basis of our Jewish religion.


  Non-observant Jews—and Gentiles as well—think of Kaddish as simply a prayer for the dead. When we see people who ordinarily never set foot into a synagogue and suddenly they are regulars only because a parent has passed away, they’re there to recite the Kaddish. We think in our heart of hearts that the reason they are coming to pray is because of their parents and their Avot (forefathers). It is considerably more than that.


  What is the power of this prayer that people rearrange their lives just in order to say it three times daily in the presence of a minyan, a quorum of ten adult Jews?


  Why is this prayer so potent?


  We refer to the holy books, to the rabbis, and to the academicians. From these we find a very wide range of views, traditions, and sources. We discover amazing historical facts and wide variations of the text in different Jewish communities. One might say that you can study the complete Jewish world by examining how this single prayer relates to a community.


  Kaddish is recited in Lublin and Prague, in Baltimore and New York, in London and Moscow, in Tripoli and Alaska. It is spoken around the world wherever there is a Jewish community. In most but not all cases, the text is similar. The words penetrate deeply into the emotions of the prayer-sayers.


  So why is this prayer so imbedded in Jewish tradition that it is embraced by all Jews, secular or religious?


  To find answers we embarked on a voyage to uncover the mystery of the Kaddish. The journey took us to many places, physically, virtually, and philosophically. We encountered a multitude of attitudes, customs, opinions, and beliefs. There were different approaches to religious tradition—Chassidic, Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform. In addition, we found many religious practices were trans-cultural. But somehow, no matter the approach, the recitation of Kaddish is a touchstone and bedrock.


  As the reader will see, the study of the Kaddish, is not only an attempt to solve a mystery but a walk in the garden of the history and legal practice of Judaism.


  Here it is, translated from the Aramaic text, as I spoke it, that day in Tel Aviv.

  



  
    Mourner’s Kaddish

    



    Exalted and hallowed be His great Name throughout the world, which He has created according to His will.


    May He establish His kingship, bring forth His redemption and hasten the coming of His Messiah in your lifetime and in your days and in the lifetime of the entire House of Israel, speedily and soon, and say, Amen.


    May His great Name be blessed forever and to all eternity. Blessed and praised, glorified, exalted and extolled, honored, adored and lauded be the Name of the Holy One, blessed be He, beyond all the blessings, hymns, praises and consolations that are uttered in the world; and say, Amen.


    May there be abundant peace from Heaven, and a good life for us and for all Israel; and say, Amen.


    He who makes peace in His heavens, may He make peace for us and for all Israel; and say, Amen.

    


  


  Here, then, the search begins.


  PART ONE

  



  Kaddish as a Stalwart of Judaism


  In the following chapters we explore how one of the most integral prayers of the Jewish people is practiced in different communities and cultures under various rabbinical interpretations. Additionally, we see how its recitation is reflected in those communities while integrating some of the culture that exists under its sovereignty.


  We examine the musical and tonal complexities of the recitation of the Kaddish and the implications of this on its meaning. The familial obligation to recite the Kaddish is discussed and how this works to engage diverse practitioners in the mourning process. Finally, we look at the historical beginnings of the Kaddish and brutal world events that led to its induction into Jewish law.


  The history of the Kaddish is a rich and complex one, filled with nuance and a blend of explanations and meanings. As one comes to the point of approaching this prayer it becomes a pivotal vehicle for Jews of any and all sects to connect with their Jewish faith.
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    A FIRST APPRAISAL

  


  Kaddish is primarily a prayer of praise and homage to God. It appeals to God to reveal and enhance His honor among all who worship him. It is a prayer to increase faith in God throughout the world.


  It was believed that when a person dies, it is as if God has deducted something of his own creation and the Kaddish recited by another human being, son or otherwise, will fill up the empty space.


  The original text of the Kaddish does not appear in any of our sources as a single answer to our questions. Instead, it is a mosaic of verses and quotes so remarkable, we are told, that when Jews enter their synagogues and prayer halls and pray Yehei sh’mei rabbah mevorach,1 the Holy One sits and nods, saying, “Fortunate is the King who is praised in his home” (Talmud, Berach 3a).


  The Kaddish is recited ten times a day, since it is included in the three public prayers of the day: Shacharit, Min’cha, and Arvit. The daily prayers are believed to have been created by the three Fathers (Avot) of the Nation (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) respectively. The ten recitals of the Kaddish correspond directly to the Ten Commandments, which are the bedrock of Jewish life. The Kaddish prayer is valid only when said in the presence of a minyan (ten men in the Orthodox community and egalitarian in Conservative or Reform Judaism). Thus, the Kaddish prayer is integrated under the Ten Commandments and thus Congregational Judaism.


  Another explanation of the obligation to pray three times daily is that the prayers replace the worship at the Temple where public sacrifices were carried out morning and evening while private sacrifices were done during the day.


  At first the prayer was apparently an individual one and had no rigid composition. The Levitical singing has gradually become a public prayer and was established as such after the destruction of the Temple. Daniel in the Book of Daniel was the first individual mentioned in the Bible to pray three times a day (ch. 55:17–18).


  Kaddish is written in Aramaic, a close relative of Hebrew and the language spoken by the Jewish people at the time it was composed.2 The Haggadah-homiletic literature notes that this prayer is so important that even the angels, who praise God constantly, would be jealous of its recitation, had they but known its content. However, we are told that the angels did not understand Aramaic and thus did not envy us.


  The angels, who are not faced with each person’s daily struggle for survival to earn a living, to feel secure, and to face the world’s many challenges, cannot fathom that which the mortals can. How poignant these words are and how they resonate with us. What can the angels in heaven know about us in our vibrant modern world? What can they know about the State of Israel where lives are in constant danger from wars in the past and terrorists in the present, a genuine existential battle? The angels know nothing of this.


  People know. People feel empathy for the words of the Kaddish even if they have no knowledge of the language itself. There is no rational explanation for how it has become one of the important measures by which one Jew relates to another.


  The late Ezer Weizman, the esteemed former head of the Israeli Air Force and President of Israel, once assessed my role in the secret and delicate talks between Egypt and Israel. “Leon Charney,” said Weizman to Mark Segal, a reporter for the Jerusalem Post, “is the most Jewish American I have met. I remember that when we were in Atlanta, he awakened me at six in the morning on a rainy day to accompany him to the synagogue so that he could say Kaddish for his father.


  “Charney offered me a different point of view from which to see things. I was drawn to him because I am still influenced by my father’s father, to whom I only spoke Yiddish. I did not receive a religious education because, in my family, Zionism meant a total break with Eastern Europe. We disdained the golah—the Diaspora—but not Judaism. This explains why I identified with him from our very first meeting.”

  



  The first port of call on our journey was a small Chassidic shtibl (literally a “little house”)—the term used for small synagogues of the type common in the Eastern European shtetl (a term used to connote a small village). The one we chose was located in the center of Tel Aviv, on Nordau Street. It had been used for decades by Gur Chassidim who came to Israel after World War II and the Holocaust. Its establishment followed the pattern set in Eastern Europe.


  In earlier times, each town or village had a single central synagogue. However, as the towns became larger, the single synagogue often didn’t accommodate the growing Jewish population. In addition, the central synagogue was sometimes far from the homes of many of the Jews. The shtiblach (plural of shtibl) were thus built as small secondary synagogues, as needed or desired by the people of a certain location or with a common way of life.


  There was even an historical precedent. The Talmud (Ketubot 105a) tells us that at the time of the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E., there were hundreds of synagogues in Jerusalem, each one serving a different locality or “guild.” For example, there were synagogues for leather workers, shoemakers, tailors, butchers, etc.


  This arrangement continued through the centuries. It is told, for example, that the saintly Chafetz Chaim of Radin3 would make the rounds of all the different “occupational” synagogues, where he would lecture—with a single exception. He would never enter the synagogue of the teachers. When asked why, he explained that in each of these “occupational” synagogues there were inherent dangers: At the synagogue of the glaziers there might be glass on the floor, at that of the shoemakers there could be nails. But in the synagogue of the teachers he was afraid that he might be stepping on bits and pieces of the souls of the students, because that was their “stock in trade.”


  In the Kehal Chassidim synagogue in Tel Aviv there was a lack of formality, a common trait among all Chassidic shtiblach. There is a clear lack of order, books lie around haphazardly, and there is a rather flexible adherence to announced prayer times. On the other hand, the prayers are recited with real devotion and there is closeness among the “regulars.” One feels that it is almost like a single family.


  When we prayed there during the Shacharit (daily Jewish morning prayer), men came to us from time to time to adjust our tefillin, for the tefillin box worn on the head must be centered. Glances were cast at us because of our modern, relatively colorful clothing (the vast majority of congregants in this shtibl limit the colors of their clothing to black and white). And it was only with difficulty that the ten males needed for a minyan were assembled, as most of the Chassidim who lived in the area had moved to Chassidic neighborhoods or towns.


  In this shtibl the members do not restrict themselves only to communal prayers and Torah study. This is also a major social gathering place, and each person has a great deal of freedom to express himself. No morning prayer there is complete without what is called tzav—the Hebrew word for a “directive.” To partake of tzav, as they see it, is a religious requirement.


  What is tzav? It is a Hebrew term which means literally “to command.” If we apply the Hebrew system of gimatria, each Hebrew letter has a numerical equivalent, which creates a multitude of different meanings. The word is composed of the letters tzaddi with a numerical value of 90, and vav, with a value of 6, or together 96. This means, you are told, that you must have a shot of “96”—a drink that is 96 percent alcohol (192 proof!), as close to pure alcohol as one can get. Accordingly, if one drinks a glass of “96,” it cleans the slate of all one’s sins of the past 24 hours. If one happens to sin during the day, the next day’s “96” will serve to atone for that day’s sins. Thus, every day one can start anew with a clean slate.


  We asked the oldest congregant, Rabbi Yaakov Cohen, one of the veteran Gur Chassidim, for his knowledge of the origin of the Kaddish. Even though it was a regular work-day, Cohen, who had just finished his term as prayer leader, agreed to spend time with us if it would help.


  He began our discussion by repeating the prayer. But he did something different: He incorporated a melody in an effort to add meaning to his words. Using a unique melody when this prayer is recited could very well be in the Chassidic tradition that everything in the world, no matter how commonplace or prosaic, has a spark of the Divine in it, which a melody helps both heighten and illustrate. “You are correct,” said the rabbi, “that within the melody sung by people to recite the Kaddish, one senses a yearning for the source of all good in the world, That is the Holy One, Blessed be He.”


  The rabbi continued, “Let us start with history. You know that the Kaddish is recited in Aramaic. The important thing is that it should be understood. The prayer itself was written when the Jews were in Babylon. Since most people at that time spoke very little Hebrew, the prayer was formulated in Aramaic and interwoven with a few Hebrew phrases, which they did understand.


  “The primary consideration of the wise men was that the people who said it and those who answered the refrain knew exactly what was being said. The different sections were not joined into a single prayer, so fragments remained in Aramaic, which, of course, is closely related to Hebrew. It is the same language, you know, in which some of our greatest works were written, including Talmuds, the Zohar, and several of the books of the Bible.”4


  “Does that mean,” we asked, “that the Kaddish gradually added various elements along the way?” In typical Chassidic fashion, Cohen began humming a beautiful Yemenite tune before answering. When he finished, he said quietly, “Yes.”


  “Yes,” he repeated, “When Maimonides was alive, the Yemenite Jews added to the Kaddish the words, ‘and in the life of our master Moses ben Maimon,’ the giant of Torah thought, about whom it was said, ‘From Moses (the lawgiver) until Moses (ben Maimon) there never arose in Israel another like Moses.’”


  The rabbi went on to point out another example of added words found among the famous Genizah fragments from Cairo. This document evidently notes the complete text of a Kaddish which was customarily used in eleventh-century Israel relating to the most important rabbis living at that time.


  In the opening of the Kaddish the familiar phrases are expanded: “yitgadal ve’itkadash sh’mei rabbah be’ alma di vera chirutei yamlich malchutei ve’ yatzmach purkanei vi’ yakrev meshichei; be’chayei adoneinu Evyatar ha’Kohen rosh yeshivat ga’on ya’akov u’ ve’ chayei rabbenu Shelomo ha’ Kohen av ha’yeshivah u’ ve’ chayei rabbenu Tzadok, ha-shelishi she’ba’ havurah, u’ ve’ hayyekhon.”


  The translation of this is: Magnified and sanctified be His great Name in the world which He has created according to His will. May He establish His kingdom during the life of our master Evyatar ha-Cohen, the head of the Yeshivah Gaon Ya’akov, and during the life of Solomon ha-Cohen, principal of the yeshiva, and during the life of our Rabbi Zadok, the third member of the heads, and during your life.


  Cohen was obviously deep in thought. Then he said, “You know, for centuries we haven’t added words to the Kaddish, except for the slight changes included during the Ten Days of Repentance. Nor have we dropped any words in all that time. And during the Ten Days, when we add the word le’eilah, we make sure to change min kol to mikol,5 to make certain that the number of words in the Kaddish remain the same.”


  He added: “Nowadays, in general, the language of the Kaddish is very similar among the different groups of Jews. Within the same group there may be variations, but these are of a minor nature.”


  We interrupted: “But when was the Kaddish finally formulated into a unit? When, in essence, was a single standard core component established, to which various elements were added over time?”


  Cohen did not give us a direct answer. Instead, he noted that the short version of the Kaddish, generally referred to as chatzi Kaddish—the “Half Kaddish”6—is spoken at various times during the communal prayers as a prelude to certain sections of the prayers and after the reading of the Torah. This basic Kaddish was then extended to form the Kaddish titkabel, often known as the “Whole Kaddish.” This is recited at the end of the major part of each of the daily prayers (as Cohen pointed): “It is a request by us of God to accept our prayers, and asks that Jews be brought together in peace with one another.”


  That same Kaddish, minus the one sentence which asks God to accept the prayers of the congregation, is the famous Kaddish yatom—the “Mourner’s Kaddish.” The Kaddish yatom is added to each of the daily prayers and after the chapters of the Psalms in a minyan. It is generally said by mourners during the time they are in mourning and on the yahrzeit of the death of a close relative.


  Rabbi Cohen then began to discourse about the Kaddish d’rabbanan7—the “Rabbis’ Kaddish”—and the Kaddish hagadol—the “Great Kaddish.” At this point he was really out of time and we promised to return to hear the rest of his learned views on the subject.


  Now we hastened to a meeting with one of the most sought-after lecturers in the field of Jewish thought. Coincidentally, he was yet another Cohen, Dr. Yuval Cohen. We wanted to ask him too about the establishment of the Kaddish as the basic prayer recited by mourners.


  Yuval Cohen seemed clearly a person who has lived with prayers most of his life. He is a distinguished Talmud scholar, yet one trained in the scientific disciplines; he is young, buoyant, full of the joy of being, yet rooted firmly in the Jewish world of prayer.


  Dr. Cohen began by telling us that the link between the Kaddish and the prayer for the dead is not mentioned anywhere in the ancient sources, neither in the Talmud nor in the oldest midrashim, the enormous fount of traditional stories explicating the Hebrew Bible.


  Yes, there are references to the need to pray for a departed father, so that he may find eternal rest in the “world that is purely good.” This point is addressed specifically in Trac-tate Kallah8 a section of the Talmud edited at the time of the Geonim. This was long after the early Talmudic era.


  This reference, though, still does not mention saying Kaddish for departing relatives as a custom.


  At this point, it was I who introduced a concept that I had come across in reading some years earlier (in fact, while I was sitting shivah after my mother’s death, often also a time of study and meditation). This concept, set out by Ivan Marcus in David Biale’s Culture of the Jews: A New History,9 proposes that Kaddish became a mourning prayer as a response to the violence committed against the Jews during the Crusades and thereafter, during the 11th to the 13th centuries.


  Professor Cohen, was resistant to this idea in our initial conversation. Later he came to embrace it and this inspired him to provide further insights as we explored with him the general social, national, and historical aspects of our search.


  The basic question then was what is the Mourner’s Kaddish and why is it a prayer for the dead when it actually makes no mention of the termination of life or of death itself? Is it meant to be an internalization of the acceptance of God’s decree? Is it an attempt to understand why a person who was so beloved was taken from his family and his friends? Is it meant to explain why that person was taken away forever?


  Does the Kaddish come to terms with the feelings of pain, anger, and depression which envelop survivors after such a loss? There are sound, historical reasons why questions, which every mourner asks about the deaths of his loved ones, must be answered in the context of a developing liturgy.


  Such questions were asked even more poignantly at the time the Kaddish was made an obligation for mourners, for it was the time of the Crusades. This was a period when countless Jews were massacred, especially in Germany. In retrospect, it foreshadowed the Nazis, for in ancient Germany, Jews were told, “You can’t work here. Nor can you attend our schools.” Then: “You can’t live here.” And finally, with Hitler, “You can’t live.”


  Nor was the murder of Jews confined to within German borders. It was often free time for Jew-hunting in neighboring nations. Also, it was the time of the Plague and the Black Death. These killers didn’t discriminate and gentiles by the millions suffered early and painful death along with the Jews.


  The Jews, who were suffering constant persecution, had developed a sort of immunity to it. Suffering the slings and arrows of Jew-hating and Jew-baiting and Jew-killing, they licked their wounds after the Crusaders’ legions had marched away.


  Then they found a way to express their grief. For example, Rabbi Elazar ben Natan, one
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