
sron for rh€ blessing I thitrk to myself: This is exacrly the
predicament of the moumer He must bless what is wondeF
fuleven though he cannot see it.

The knowl€dge ofa thing ts more decisive than the sight
of i t .

A friend points me toward the modern career of rhe
moumer's lGddrsh In 1947, S Y Agron composed r prayer
to be said at military tunerals, "as one follows rhe coflins
of the fallen of the land of hra€I." It is a preface to the
moumer's kaddish "When a krng of fl€sh and blood goes ro
war against his enemi€s, he sends his soldrrs to kill and ro
b€ kill€d He may love hts soldien or he may nor love them.
Re nray have r€gad for them or h€ may not hav€ r€gard for
them. Even ifhe has regard for th€m, howev€r, h€ regards
them as d€ad, for the angel ofaleath is close upon th€ heels
of a man who goes ro war, aDd accompanies him to hll hrm
When he is cut do*n and slain by an arrow or a sword or any
Ofthc oiher instmments ofdestruction, another man ts put
iD his Place The kjng doe( nor feelrhat someoDe is mirsrng
Ajter all, the nanons irc many and their troops arc many. If
one ofthem is killed, the hnghas many replacem€ntr. But
our King, the King ofKings, the Holy One, Blessed Be He,
wants lif€ and loves peace and puEues peace and loves His
people lsrael. He chose us, and not becaLtse we are a large
nation, for we are one ofthe smallest ofnarions We are f€w,
and owing to the love with which He loves us, each one of us
is, for Him, an entirc legion He does not have many replace.
m€nts for us lfone ofus is missing, heaven fof€nd, then the
king's forces are dimidshed, wth rhe consequ€nce rhar His
kingdom is weakened, as it were. One ofHis legions is gone
and His gtatness is lessen€d For thrs reason, it is our cug-
tom io r€cite the kaddish when a Jew dies. ' Agnon rhefl pro
ce€ds to give a short commenrary on the text of the

moumer\ kaddish, according towhich Cod's Nrme willbe
"mag fled in its power, so that there wi)l be no loss of
strength before Him and sanctified $o lhat we n€ed nor
fear for ourselves, but only for the splcndor aDd lhe pride of
His holiners ButAgnon,'{rs not composing a generalmed_
itation on the lnoum€r's kaddish He was writi^g inJelx'
salem when the city was under lire, rrld so he lurns to
addrcss the harsh historicJl circumstances. "Ifthis is what
we pray and what we say for ev€ry individual who dies, how
much more shall we pray it and say it fbr our brothcrs a
our s$ters, t}le lovely and pl€asantand dcarchildrcn ofZion
who w€rc dain for the land oflsrael, whose blood wat spilled
for the honor ofHis blcss€d Name, for Hit P€ople and His
land and His heritagellnd€ed, everyonc who dw€lk in the
land oflslael is one ofth€ legions oIth€ King ofKings, the
Holy One, Blessed Be He, whom the King has rppointed a
watchman over His palace lvhen onc of them is killed. He is
bereft ofotheE to put in his plac€ And so my brothels in
the house of lsrael. all ofyou who mourn tn lha mouming
lei us direct our herrts to our lather i|l H('aveD lh€ l(ing
ofhrael and its R€deemer, and Pray for ou'selv€s and for
Him. as it were: Magnified and sanctjfied may His great
Name b€ . ' "

It is a beautitul conrpositron.lt is also a littlc rcplgnant The
armyofGod. the metaphor has brought so much m'sery to
the world!Surely military life is the nntilhesis ofspiritual
life SurcIy the service of the Lord is not a war. As for the sur_
vival of rh€ Jews in the lard oflsracl, I am iDclined lo extol
th€ Jews in the land oflsrael for il to adnrife the lcgions not
rhe king.

In Brooklyn A night wirh no sleep. I take a volume otrlh€
shetf in my old room and stumble upon !h€ source of
Agnon s interpfttation of the mourner's kaddish lt is



dying. The man at the pulpit mad€ a httleJoke lo r€store

order, and to blunt the rmputation of significance to the fatal

fl'ght ofthe starling, but he defeated himsclfwhen hc com-

ptcted Rabtri f.rrphon s pronouncement- 'a nd the boss is

prcssing.

Driving to shul this tvcniDg,I was complaining iD my mind
gack nd forlh, blck aDd forth, back and forthl sometimes I

feel no1 like the lraditior's heir but likc the tradition s pxF

pet By the timc the prayers staned, I was In no state for

prilying But my ( orstcrn.rtion dissolved at tbe sight ofalit_

tlc boyilr thc corner ol the room, with €arlocks and filng€s

and rhick glasscs, and his twin brother right next to him

Thcir beardLd und canrncd tather had sat them down befor€

a kabbalisli( editioD ol-th€ prayerbook and opened it to one

ofirs typographi(atly prepostcrons pages, in which the ordi

nary mcanin[  r l  wnrd\  i \  \J(  r i f i ,  Pd Io a mysler ious rnrnge_

mcntofthc lcllc$ Th€ liltlc bo]'s puzzled ovcr all the loose

letters, lrrge and small- Ihe one began to yawn, thc olh€r

bcgan to gigglc [arly signs of criti(al intellig':ncc

I walked fronr shul to Dumbarton Oaks, to the old stone

bench near thc bottom of the hill at the hr edgc ofthe gar_

dcns For ycrrs I have bccn coning to this bcnch for a litue

lorelincss lhe forsythia were blazing. rs theyblaze attlns

tirne every ye r This ycar I b€held the sloPc ofyellow fire

and thouglr l :a hi l l  in hel l

--+.
What next. in rry scirch for thc mourner's kaddish?Thre€

or four hundred years after the llphdbel oJ Rnbbt l\kila

attactrcd the rabbis' kaddjsh to the redemption of the dead

a story about Rubbi Akiva introduces the mourn€r's kaddish

rnd announces rhar its funcrion is rh€ redemprion ofthe
dead The story is robustty told in Mdhzm y ry a lirurgical,
legal, and exegetical compendium whose primary aurhor
was Simhah ben Samuel of Virry, orVitryte Bmte, a small
to\r.n in Champagne, n nortbeasr€rn France It rccords th€
practices and the opinions of theJewish community in the
age ofRashi, in th€ elevenrh ceDhrryijnd ir was considerebty
enlarged by material ftom lubsequen r centuries In this Dch
booft, I read: :A tale of Rabbi Akiva. He was watking in a
cemetery by the sid€ ofthe roitd and encounter€d rhere a
naled man, bla.k as coal. carrying a laryc bur,ten ofwood on
his head He seemed ro be ativc andwas running und€r rh€
load lik€ a hone Rabbi A-kiva ordered hin to srop. ,How
(omes it rhat a man do€s su(h hnrd workz he asked Ifyou
ire a s€Fant and your master is do'ngthk ro you, then I will
redeem you hom him.Ifyou are poor and people arr avoid-
ing you, th€n I will give you money_, please, sjr, th€ rDan
replied. Do not detaiD me. be(ause my superiors wjll be
angry. W}lo ar€ you, Rabbi A.k'vr a sked, .and what have you
done? The man srid. The man whom you are Jddressine rs
a dead man Everyday rhey send me out tochop wood ity
son, what w?s your work in rhe world ftom whi(h you
c.m€? Iwas a tax collcctor, and I would favor rhe rich and
ldU the poor"Have your sl'periors told you nothing abour
howyou might reliev€ your condition? please, srr, do not
detain me, for you will irritare my rormentors For sDCh a

poor man had a son. and his son were ro srand before the
congregadon and recite lthe prayerl "Btess rhe Lord who is
bless€d!" and tie congregatron were ro answer am€n, and
the son were also to sry "May rh€ creat Name be blessedt.la
sentenlP lrom rhe hddish,lhey woutd retea.e hrm hom his
Punishm€nt. B t this man neverhad a son He left his wife
pregnant and he did not kr)owwhetherthe child was a boy.



Anal rf she gave birth to a boy. who would teach ih€ boy
Torah? For this man does not hav€ a friend in the world.'

Immedintely Rabbi Akiva took upon himselfthe task ofdis'
covering wheth€r this man had fath€r€d a son so that h€

might tcach thc son Torah and install him at th€ head of
the congregation to l€ad the prryers. What is )'our name?'
he arkcd 'Akiva, the man answeted And the name ofyour
wif€? 'shoshnia' And the naDr€ ofvour town? Lodkiya'
Rabbi /*iva was de€ply troubled by all this and went to

make his inquines. When he.ame to tha( to\^'n. he asked
about rhe man he haal met, and the iownspeopl€ replied:
'Maytris bon€s be ground to dustl He asked about the man't
wife, and he was roLd: 'May h€r memory b€ €rased from the
world! l{e asked about the man s son, and he was told'Heis
a heathen-we did not even bother to circumcise himl'

Rabbi Akiva promptly circumcised him and sat him down

before e book- Bu( the boy refused to r€ceive Torah Rabbi
Aliva filsted for forfy days A heai?nly voice was heerd to

say: ljo' this you lnordry yours€If.) But Lord of the uni-
vcr!e, Rrbbi Aki!:r rcplied, it is lor You lhat I am Prcpanng
him suddenly the Holy One, Bl€ssed Be H€ oPened the

boy s heart Rabbi Akiva taught him Torah end Heer o

Isra€l itn.l the benediction after meals He Pr€sentedthe boy

to the.ongregrtion and the boy recited lth€ Praverl 'Bless

the lord who is btcssed! and lh€y answered May the Creat

Nam€ b€ blessedl At that very moment the man wes

releascd from his Punishment The man imm€diatelycame
to Rabbi Alova in a dream, and said: May it be the will of the

Lord thirr your soul find dclight in the Carden ofEden for
you hrve sav€d me from the sentence ofc€h€nna. Rabbi
Akiva declared: Your Nam€, O l-ord, endures forcver' and the

memoryotYou through all thc gcneratronsl lot this reason
it became ostomary that the evening pray€rs on the night
after the Sabbath are ted by a man who does not hav€ a

fatherora mother so thar he can say kaaldish and .Bless the
Lord who is blessed! "

Here is a very €arly record of th€ mourn€rt kaddish. I note
that this kaddish is establish€d onlyfor Saturday nights. Th€
textexplains why "On the Sabbarh rhe sinners oflsra€l are
r€leased from ceh€nna. and theyfind ftst or the Sabbath
until the Jews conclud€ rheirevening praycrs lon Safurday
nightl. That is whythe prayers are prolonged, so thar those
souls will not hurry back to hell-

" Wlat is your nalne? he asked .Alova, rhe man answeted ..
This is striking The savior finds his namesake in the sav€d a
tale oftwo Akivas. Wlat do the two Al(i\?s have |n common?
Well, ir was said ofRabbi Aldva rhar "every day he would

wood fills many ofmy necds.I srudy by its lighr. I warm my-
selfby its heat, aDd I ste€p on ir " But (herc is a deep€r amniry
beh^'een the two Akivas. SefoE he becam€ one ofthe naste$
of hir ag€, our hero was a humble shepherd and complerety
unlett€ftd H€ b€gan his education ar rhe age of forry. and he
once confessed that in the years when he was an rgnoranr
boor" he had wanred to.br€ak the bones" ofscholars. tuld
here he is, remedying the ignoranc€ ofthe son of rhs othcr
Ahva, saving rhis orher Akiva ftom rhe consequences of hav.
ingraised a childwho is not comp€tent in his tradirion.

todkiyai this must be taodicea, rhe porr city on the coast of
northern SlTia.Akiva was known for his travets. He made
quite a trek to esrablish rbe kaddrsh.
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