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Abstract 

In all liturgical religious traditions, the language and content of prayer reflects the 

ideology of the religious body. Of particular interest with regard to interfaith relations are 

what this ideology says about other religious groups and how it affects the perception of a 

religious group by the surrounding society. This thesis provides a case study of these is-

sues by examining how the advent of vernacular prayer in Jewish and Catholic traditions 

has affected the respective liturgical texts. When Jews and Catholics prayed in languages 

that were not generally understood by their neighbors (Hebrew and Latin, respectively), 

these ideological issues could more easily be obscured. Hence, the changes to certain of 

the problematic passages in the respective liturgies that accompanied use of the vernacu-

lar for prayer provide a window as to how the accompanying attitudes towards other reli-

gious groups have also changed. In light of the great advances that have been made in 

Jewish-Catholic relations over the past half-century, a deep understanding of these liturg-

ical changes and the changing attitudes they reflect is important for continuing to address 

the issues related to ongoing work in interfaith relations. 

The first chapter provides an overview of the topic. Chapter Two discusses the ha-

lakhic and historical issues surrounding the language in which Jews pray, both classically 

and in modern times. Chapter Three examines the evolution of several passages in the 



traditional Jewish liturgy, with regard to the internal and external influences that shaped 

these prayers in medieval and modem times. Chapter Four examines the process of in

troducing vernacular prayer to the Roman Catholic Church, and the changes that were in

troduced to several passages in the liturgy in response to the Second Vatican Council. 

Chapter Five compares the Jewish and Roman Catholic traditions with regard to the 

processes by which the prayers have evolved and the tension between group identity and 

interfaith relations as expressed by the liturgical changes discussed in the earlier chapters. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

One of the doctrines of the Roman Catholic Church is that "the Church prays as it 

believes." While explicit in the Catholic tradition, this idea holds true for prayer in all re-

ligious traditions; the words the worshipper speaks express the ideology of the religious 

body. As Kathleen Hughes describes this relationship, "In its liturgical prayer, the com-

munity expresses its own deepest identity. It describes itself, what it hopes for, what it 

longs for from its gracious God, what it understands as its task in the world, what obsta-

cles prevent it from fulfilling its covenant."1 The latter part of this quote indicates that in 

addition to expressing the relationship between people and God, prayer expresses the re-

lationships that exist among people.2 To that end, prayer has an important function be-

sides the power of performed ritual, which is to educate or even indoctrinate the worship-

per into a particular system of belief. In part, and of particular interest to our present 

discussion, this education will serve to shape how the worshipper perceives both the soci-

ety in which he3 exists and the other religious groups coexisting in that society. 

There is an inherent tension in this view of prayer. On the one hand, religious ritu-

als such as prayer are essentially particular; they say something important about what the 

religious group stands for as a distinct entity.4 But there is the risk of what Samuel Karff 

calls "theological ethnocentrism" if our claims to universal truth prevent us from ac-

Kathleen Hughes, The Language of the liturgy: Some Theoretical and Practical Implications (Wash
ington, DC: ICEL Secretariat, 1985), p. 11. 
Hughes, Language, p. 11. 
For reasons of readability, I will sometimes use masculine pronouns to refer to individuals of indeter
minate gender or to God. This should not be interpreted as in any way excluding women from the ex
perience of the religious phenomena discussed in this thesis. 
Samuel E. Karff, '"The Perception of Christians in Jewish Liturgy: Then and Now," The Changing 
Face of Jewish and Christian Worship (Eds. Paul F. Bradshaw and Lawrence A. Hoffman, Notre 
Dame, IN: University ofNotre Dame Press, 1991), pp. 39-40. 
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knowledging as valid the claims of those who come from different religious back-

grounds.5 When we examine the history of the Jewish people, and especially their experi-

ences in medieval Europe, we find exactly the sort of persecution that arises from this 

kind of disregard for their traditions and beliefs. As long as this situation persisted, the 

enmity expressed by certain passages in the Jewish liturgy remained present (unless 

forcibly changed from outside) because they accurately reflected the circumstances in 

which Jews lived. It was only as Jews were allowed to enter the mainstream culture after 

Emancipation that these passages became awkward for those Jews who sought to avail 

themselves of these new opportunities. Hence the move by the early German Jewish re-

formers to characterize Judaism as solely a religion (and not a nation) and to work to 

avoid alienating the non-Jews with whom they sought closer relations and who would 

sometimes be present in the synagogue. 6 

In the Christian world, on the other hand, the historical view of Jews has been 

rooted in supersessionist theology (the idea that Israel's covenant has been negated by the 

New Testament) and in the idea of collective and perpetual Jewish responsibility for the 

death of Jesus, which is based on "Christian misinterpretation, sometimes willful, of the 

events narrated in the four Gospels concerning the death of Jesus."7 This situation has 

formally changed only in the second half of the twentieth century, in response not only to 

the tragedy of the Holocaust but also because of new understandings of the Bible by 

Christians. This has resulted in "a genuinely new theology of 'the other' ... that affirms 

Karff, pp. 40-43. 
Karff, p. 36. 
John Gurrieri, "The Perception of Jews in Christian Liturgy: Then and Now," The Changing Face of 
Jewish and Christian Worship, pp. 46-47. 
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Christians and Jews as mutually covenanted peoples, with each group enjoying individual 

validity."8 

In analyzing these changing attitudes, this thesis provides a case study of the role 

ofliturgy in interfaith relations. To this end, I will examine how the advent of vernacular 

prayer in Jewish and Catholic traditions has affected the respective liturgical texts and the 

ideologies they express. When Jews and Catholics prayed in languages that were not gen-

erally understood by their neighbors (Hebrew and Latin, respectively), the negative atti-

tudes toward others found in the text of the prayers could more easily be obscured. 

Hence, the changes to certain of the problematic passages in the respective liturgies that 

accompanied use of the vernacular for prayer provide a window into how the accompany-

ing attitudes towards other religious groups have also changed. 

I will survey the legal and historical development of the use of vernacular prayer 

in both Jewish and Catholic traditions. This includes, in the Jewish tradition, restrictions 

that have historically been imposed on Jewish worship (such as external censorship of 

certain prayers).9 I will then examine certain of the problematic passages in the traditional 

liturgies, and how they were changed (in both the original and in the vernacular text) with 

the advent of praying in the vernacular in the modem social context. I am also interested 

in exploring in particular the impact that vernacular prayer has had on the self-censor-

ship10 of prayer. My essential thesis is that the problematic passages did not have a sig-

nificant impact on interfaith relations when prayers were conducted almost entirely in 

10 

Gurrieri, pp. 47-48. 
The Catholic liturgy does not have the same history of externally-imposed censorship as does the Jew
ish liturgy because of the position of Catholicism as the dominant religion throughout most of me
dieval Europe, as compared to Jews who were viewed as a barely-tolerated foreign people. 
I do not use the tern1 "censorship" here in a necessarily negative sense. For example, to the extent that 
religious bodies consider how their liturgies reflect their view of other religious communities, and seek 
to improve those relationships, self-censorship can be quite healthy. 
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languages that were not widely understood (especially outside of the particular religious 

group). 11 Once prayer in the vernacular started to become common in modem times (with 

the advent of Reform Judaism in the nineteenth century and after the Second Vatican 

Council in the Catholic Church), these religious groups began to censor themselves in the 

interest of improving relations with other faith communities. This phenomenon is related 

to the rise of the modem multiconfessional nation-state that accepted as citizens people of 

different faiths, and also to the ascendance of national languages within those nation-

states. 

In my analysis, I will examine the theological and ideological changes made to 

the prayers, but avoid the separate issue of translation theory. My analysis will consider 

how the religions' different sociological positions and hierarchical structures 12 have af-

fected the process of self-censorship. Finally, I will examine the common sociological 

impact of the shift to vernacular prayer in terms of the tension between group identity (as 

expressed through Hebrew/Latin prayer) and interfaith relations (as expressed through 

changes to the words of the liturgy going beyond the change in language). The essential 

questions to be considered in this thesis include the following: 

II 

12 

1. How has the use of vernacular prayer affected the words we pray? 

2. What has been the impact of the use of vernacular prayer on the sociology of 
our two religious communities? 

3. What are the issues we must confront for interfaith communal relations vis a 
vis these issues? 

While Jewish prayers were often censored in medieval Christian Europe, this was mostly based on in
formation provided by converts to Christianity who infom1ed on the Jewish community. In the absence 
of such information, the Church would have been ignorant of the content of Jewish prayer, and I sus
pect would not have been motivated to censor the prayers, as we shall discuss below. 
That is, a strong central authority in the Catholic Church as opposed to much more dispersed sources 
of authority in Judaism. 
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Chapter Two discusses the halakhic and historical issues surrounding the lan

guage in which Jews pray, both classically and in modem times. Chapter Three examines 

the evolution of several passages in the traditional Jewish liturgy, with regard to the inter

nal and external influences that shaped these prayers in medieval and modem times. 

Chapter Four examines the process of introducing vernacular prayer to the Roman 

Catholic Church, and the changes that were introduced to several passages in the liturgy 

in response to the Second Vatican Council. Chapter Five compares the Jewish and 

Roman Catholic traditions with regard to the processes by which the prayers have 

evolved and the tension between group identity and interfaith relations as expressed by 

the liturgical changes discussed in the earlier chapters. 



Chapter 2. Influences on the Language of Jewish Prayer 

In order to understand the impact that the usage of the vernacular has had on the 

text of the Jewish prayer service, we must first understand those historical factors that 

have influenced the language in which Jewish prayers are recited. First, I will examine 

the view of prayer in languages other than Hebrew13 from the perspective of the classical 

Jewish sources. Then, I shall consider the debate that arose in nineteenth-century Europe 

regarding the use of vernacular prayer, both among the different major groups of reform-

ers and between those reformers and their more traditional counterparts. 

2.1. Halakhic sources regarding the language of Jewish prayer 

At one level, the answer to the question "What is the language of Jewish prayer?" 

seems to be quite straightforward. Walk in to any traditional synagogue, or pick up any 

traditional prayer book, and it seems clear that Hebrew is the normative language of Jew-

ish prayer. To a certain extent, and from the historical perspective, Hebrew is indeed the 

normative language Jews have used in their prayers since the beginning of rabbinic 

prayer. 14 However, as is so often the case in discussing the balance between Jewish tradi-

tion and the reforms to Jewish practice that originated in nineteenth-century Europe, there 

is often a considerable difference between what is normative and what is permissible ac-

13 

14 

There are, of course, certain passages in the classical Jewish liturgy that are recited in Aramaic rather 
than Hebrew. The most common of these is the Qaddish in its various incarnations. As we shall dis
cuss below, this practice arose because Aramaic was the vernacular language of the day (as well as the 
language of rabbinic study), as distinguished from the holy language of Hebrew. However, from the 
modem perspective, this distinction is not significant because both Hebrew and Aramaic were equally 
incomprehensible to those nineteenth-century Jews who argued for prayer in the modern European ver
nacular (particularly Gern1an, French, and English). 
In pre-rabbinic times, Jews in the Hellenistic Diaspora prayed in Greek, to the extent that communal 
prayer existed there. 

6 
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cording to the Jewish legal codes. This is especially true with regard to the language in 

which Jews pray. 

2.1.1. Tannaitic and amoraic sources 

The relevant mishnah to our discussion, m.Sotah 7: 1, seems to be fairly straight-

forward with regard to the language of prayer: 

1iZJV7J '1i'11 il'010 niV1!J 11'\ZJ~ ~:i:i rir.iNJ 1~N 
nv1:iw1 pm;i n:i1:i1 il~!lm vr.iw nN'1i? 

:pip!lil nv1:iw1 nnv;i 

These are recited in any language: the 
portion of the adulterous wife, 15 the con
fession over the tithe, 16 the recitation of 
the Sh 'mac, 17 the Prayer, 18 the blessing af
ter a meal, the oath for testimony, and the 
oath for a pledge. 19 

The first two of the specified passages are biblical portions that are prescribed to be rec it-

ed in certain circumstances (the first in conjunction with the ritual performed for a sus-

pected adulteress and the second when bringing a tithe to the Temple). The last two are 

legal oaths that are taken in specific circumstances; the former is the formula by which a 

witness swears that he is competent to testify in a matter, while the latter is the oath by 

which one who has been entrusted with property defends a claim that the property has 

been lost or stolen through no fault of his own. It should be noted that the mishnah fol-

lowing this one identifies certain passages, all prescribed biblical recitations, that must be 

recited in the Holy Tongue; that is, Hebrew. A relevant distinction among the three re-

maining passages (the Sh 'mac, the cAmidah, and Birkat Hamazon) is that the former two 

are part of the statutory prayer that is normally recited publicly, whereas the latter is usu-

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

Numbers 5: 19-22 
Deuteronomy 26: 13-15 
Deuteronomy 6:4-9, Deuteronomy 11:13-21, and Numbers 15:37-41 
That is, the cAmidah. 
This translation is adapted from Jacob Neusner, trans., The Mislmah: A New Translation (New Haven, 
CT, and London: Yale University Press, 1988), p. 457. 
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ally recited privately (at home). For our purposes, we will examine the discussions of the 

issues concerning the language of statutory public prayer as it is the most relevant for our 

purposes. 

The commentators on the Mishnah are unanimous in their understanding of this 

passage. With regard to the phrase "any language," Maimonides, Rabbi Ovadiah of 

Bartenura, and Israel b. Gedaliah Lipschitz (known as the Tiferet YisraJ eil) all state the 

qualification that it must be a language that the person reciting the prayer understands.20 

This understanding draws on the dual meaning of the Hebrew root VTJW as either "to 

hear" or "to understand." With regard to the cAmidah, all three of these commentators 

agree that the mishnah applies in public, but in private one must pray only in Hebrew. At 

first glance, this appears counterintuitive; we might expect that the public prayers must be 

conducted in Hebrew, while one praying privately may pray in any language that he 

chooses. This latter opinion also leaves us with an ambiguity---does the interpretation 

distinguish between public congregational prayer and one praying alone, or between the 

silent cAmidah and the reader's repetition, both in the context of the public worship 

service? 

A passage in the Tosefta introduces a disagreement with regard to the language 

for q 'rPat Sh 'mac. In t.Sotah 7:4, we find the following passage putting Rabbi Yehudah 

haNasi at odds with the consensus of rabbinic opinion: 

20 See b.Sotah 32b, discussed below. 
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,, pi.zh ?::i:i rimu i1?!m1 V7JW1 ??;i m::ii:i 

pw?:i N?N 
1
7JNJ V7JW rNw 'JN 

1
7J1N 

1
7J1N 

i1?Ni1 t:J'1:lii1 1'i11 'JW ~j?i1 

The Hallel blessings and Sh 'mac and the 
Prayer are said in any language. Rabbi 
says, "I say that Sh 'mac is only said in the 
Holy Tongue,21 as it is said, 'These words 
[which I command you this day] shall be 
[on your hearts]. "'22 

We must first note that the dispute in this case is only with regard to q 'rPat Sh 'mac, and 

there is presumably agreement between Rabbi Y ehudah haNasi and the Sages that the 

cAmidah may be said in any language. This view is supported by Rabbi Yehudah 

haNasi's justification for his position, in that the biblical text of the Sh 'mac includes the 

phrase i1?Ni1 t:J'1:lii1, these words, indicating (with the demonstrative pronoun) that the 

very words as written in the Torah (i.e., the Hebrew text) are what must be recited. 23 

The Jerusalem Talmud begins its treatment of this question with the disagreement 

from this Tosefta passage. To support the position that the Sh 'mac is recited in any Ian-

guage that one understands, y.Sotah 7: 1 cites Deuteronomy 6:7, "You shall speak of them 

[when you sit in your homes and when you go on your way]." The reference to going 

about one's everyday life in this verse thus suggests that the Sh 'mac may be recited in 

one's everyday language rather than exclusively in Hebrew. The text then cites Rabbi 

Yehudah haNasi's position as discussed above. The Yerushalmi passage goes on to refute 

this view, however, by citing the example of Rabbi Levi bar Chitah who heard the 

Sh 'mac recited in Greek in Caesarea and wanted to stop this from taking place. Rabbi 

Yosei angrily responded: 

21 

22 

23 

That is, Hebrew. 
Deuteronomy 6:6 
Hence, this argument does not apply to the cAmidah because it is not a biblical text. 
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N1? n',1'1VN m,pr, }711' 1J'N'IV 'IJ 'JN ,IJ1N l:J 

N1il'IV 11'1171? 1?:JJ. N:!l1' N1?N ,P'V 1?:J ilJ',P' 
}711' 

Should I say that one who does not know 
how to read (Hebrew written in) Assyri
an24 (letters) does not read it [the Sh 'mac] 
at all? The essence is that one fulfills [his 
obligation] in any language that he knows. 

The back-and-forth concludes with a parallel example, in which Rabbi Berakhiah 

states that, with regard to reading the Megilah, if one knows how to read it in both He-

brew and in the vernacular (TV1?), one only fulfills the obligation to read the Megilah by 

reading it in Hebrew. Rabbi ManaJ agrees that if one can read both Hebrew and the ver-

nacular, he must read the Scroll in Hebrew. However, if one can only read in the vernacu-

lar, then he fulfills the obligation to read the Scroll by reading in the vernacular; hence 

the statement that he fulfills his obligation V11' N1il'IV 11w1? 1?:JJ. ("in any language that he 

knows"). By extension, we may establish the view that one may recite the Sh 'mac in the 

vernacular, but only if he does not know how to read Hebrew. 

With regard to the cAmidah, the Yerushalmi presents no contradiction to the view 

that it may be said in any language. In light of the discussion with regard to q 'rP at 

Sh 'mac, and especially with regard to the last principle described above, we can thus con-

elude that the cAmidah may be said in any language than one understands, regardless of 

whether or not one can read Hebrew. This is supported by the justification in the 

Yerushalmi for the view that the cAmidah may be said in any language, V1J.n1? V11' Nil''IV 

1':J,:!l ("so that he will know how to express his needs"). There is an implicit distinction in 

this passage between the ability to read a language and the ability to understand the Ian-

guage. We can conclude that even in the days of the Second Temple, when Aramaic and 

24 In this context, Assyrian refers to the standard Aramaic square script in which Hebrew is printed, as 
distinguished from the more ancient paleo-Hebrew script in which Hebrew was originally written. 
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not Hebrew was the everyday language, there were many who could read Hebrew (be-

cause it used the same alphabet as Aramaic) but fewer who could understand what they 

were reading. In this context, one may pray in any language he understands so that he 

will be able to pray from the heart and thus express his needs through his prayer. This 

contrasts with q 'rPat Sh 'mac, which, as mentioned above, is a formulaic reading of bibli-

cal passages rather than a personal petition to God. 

As does the Yerushalmi passage discussed above, the Babylonian Talmud (b.So-

tah 32b and 33a) begins with the disagreement between Rabbi Yehudah haNasi and the 

Sages. In this case, the Sages derive their support for reciting the Sh 'mac in any language 

from Deuteronomy 6:4, vmw ;m~w pwl; l;J::i-1;~1\V' VTJW ("Hear, 0 Israel-in any Ian-

guage that you understand").25 Rabbi Yehudah haNasi's view that the the Sh 'mac must be 

recited ;i::i.nJJ ("as it is written"26
) is supported by the same citation from Deuteronomy 

6:6 as above. The next section of the talmudic development addresses the question of 

how each side in this dispute interprets the proof text of the other.27 The Sages interpret 

1'il128 as teaching us that we must not read the paragraphs of the Sh 'mac out of order. The 

text asks from where Rabbi Yehudah haNasi derives this principle (indicating that it is a 

universally accepted view); he does so from the fact that Deuteronomy 6:6 says t::J'i::l1il 

[;il;~;i] ("[these] words," using the definite article il, "the") instead of the indicative t::J'i::l1 

[;ii;~] (without the definite article), which would mean essentially the same thing in He-

brew. The Sages do not expound on this distinction. On the other hand, Rabbi Yehudah 

25 

26 

27 

28 

As mentioned above, this is the same as the interpretation given by the commentators to the mis/mah 
we discussed at the beginning of our analysis. 
Rashi explains that this means in the Holy Tongue (i.e., Hebrew). 
This is a typical talmudic method in constructing a sugya. 
Deuteronomy 6:6 
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haNasi interprets VDW29 to mean that one must recite the Sh 'mac audibly.30 On this point, 

there is also a disagreement, as the Sages agree with the view that one who does not re-

cite the Sh 'mac audibly still fulfills the obligation.31 The final section of the discussion of 

q 'rPat Sh 'mac reiterates the conflicting positions stated above, with reference to the 

question of whether the whole Torah must be read in Hebrew in the synagogue. The de-

tails of this argument are somewhat technical and not of particular relevance to our pur-

pose here. 32 

With regard to the cAmidah, the Talmud defines prayer as supplication, and holds 

that the one who prays may express his needs to God in whatever language he wishes. 33 

However, the question remains as to whether the cAmidah may be said in any language. 

The dissenting view comes from Rav Yehudah (the amora), who states that one must 

never ask for his needs in Aramaic because according to Rabbi Y ochanan the ministering 

angels do not understand Aramaic and so will disregard one who prays in Aramaic.34 The 

apparent contradiction is resolved in that the latter opinion applies when one is praying 

alone and the former when one is praying as part of a congregation. Rashi clarifies this 

statement in that one praying alone needs the help of the ministering angels to deliver his 

29 

JO 

JI 

32 

33 

34 

Deuteronomy 6:4 
Lit. to cause your ears to hear what you cause to come out of your mouth. Cf. Sifre Deuteronomy 31. 
Rashi points out that this is different from what is found in b.Ber. 15a (based on m.Ber. 2:3), where 
Rabbi Yosei's opinion that one must indeed recite the Sh 'mac audibly is taken as definitive. In that 
case, Rabbi Yosei derives both this principle and the one that Sh 'mac may be recited in any language 
from the usage of ))D1V in Deuteronomy 6:4. 
This discussion also appears in b.Ber. 13a, as we shall discuss with regard to the medieval halakhic 
codes. However, it is important to note that while the Berakhot material includes the discussion of 
whether one may recite the Sh 'mac in a language other than Hebrew, Berakhot contains no such dis
cussion with regard to the cAmidah. 
Rashi reinforces this understanding, in that one prays in the language that he knows in order to focus 
his heart on his prayers. 
Because of the specification of Aramaic in this passage, and the justification regarding the languages 
that the angels do or do not understand, we are left with some uncertainty whether this opinion can be 
extended to languages other than Aramaic. This issue will be discussed further below. 
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pleas to God, but this is not necessary when one prays with the congregation. The latter 

point is based on Job 36:5, where we read O~T:l' ~~11'J.:J ~WF1 ("Behold, God is mighty, 

and does not reject"); God does not reject the prayers of the many.35 The passage con-

eludes with a discussion as to whether or not the angels do in fact understand Aramaic, 

which is not relevant for our purposes. 

In summary, according to the mishnaic and talmudic sources we find that there is 

a disagreement between Rabbi Yehudah haNasi and the Sages with regard to q 'rPat 

Sh 'mac; the former holds that it must be recited in Hebrew while the latter maintain that 

it may be recited in any language that one understands. Based on the later commentaries 

to these sources, we can infer that over time the accepted view became that of the Sages. 

However, as we saw in the Yerushalmi, Hebrew is the preferred language for q 'rP at 

Sh 'mac, and if one is able to do so, one must recite it in Hebrew.36 With regard to the 

cAmidah, there is more consensus that it may be recited in any language that one under-

stands, although one must pray in Hebrew when praying alone. 

2.1.2. Medieval halakhic sources 

As noted above, the talmudic discussion with regard to the language for q 'rP at 

Sh 'mac appears also in b.Ber. 13a; it is from here that most of the codes base their discus-

sions (although certain of the codifiers, such as Alfasi and the Rosh, incorporate material 

regarding the language for saying the cAmidah that only appears in the Sotah passage dis-

cussed above). We will consider these sources chronologically so as to understand how 

each codifier built on the earlier sources that would have been available to him. 

35 

36 
Rashi here cites Alfasi's comment on b.Ber. 4a. 
There are certain sources that suggest that one must recite the passage in Hebrew even if one does not 
understand what one is reading. Cf. Rosh 7:6 on b.Ber. 45b with regard to Birkat Hamazon. 
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The first of the medieval codes we will consider is Se fer Halakhot G 'dolot, the 

ninth-century Babylonian halakhic compilation. The development here is quite terse, and 

only addresses the question of the language for q 'rP at Sh 'mac. Halakhot G 'dolot 

(Hilkhot B 'rakhot 7, p. 36) first identifies the disagreement between Rabbi Y ehudah 

haNasi and the Sages on this subject. To resolve the matter, the code simply cites the 

mishnah (Sotah 7: 1 ), which clearly states that the Sh 'mac may be recited in any language, 

not just in Hebrew. Alfasi (eleventh century, North Africa) comes to the same conclusion, 

although he is more explanatory in his reasoning. Alfasi rules according to the Sages be-

cause of the general principle that the halakhah is decided according to the majority and 

not the minority/individual. A second reason is that he decides according to the anony-

mous mishnah (as does Halakhot G 'dolot), applying this principle to the baraita37 as 

well. Alfasi also summarizes the talmudic material with regard to the cAmidah (i.e., the 

distinction between praying alone and with the congregation), and Rabbi Yochanan's jus-

tification regarding the angels not understanding Aramaic. However, Alfasi does not add 

any new material or opinion here. 

The next source we will examine is Maimonides' Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Q'rPat 

Sh 'mac 2: 10. The full text of this passage is as follows: 

37 

38 

.ilJ':JIJ il'il'\V pwl; l;::i:::i VTJ\V m~ tJiN N11jJ 

wi:::iw '"l:JiTJ i;m1l; 1'1ll pwl; l;::i:::i N11pm 

m::i pwl;;i imN:::i pipim pwl;;i imN:::iw 

.\Viip;i pwl;:::i pipiTJ\V 

t.Sotah 7:4 
That is, besides Hebrew. 

One recites the Sh 'mac in any language 
that he understands. But the one who rec
ites in another language38 must be careful 
with his words to avoid mistakes in that 
language, and must be precise in that lan
guage as one is precise in the Holy 
Tongue. 
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At one level, the statement is very straightforward: Maimonides is agreeing with the same 

position we have seen in the previous codes that Sh 'mac may be recited in any language 

and not just in Hebrew. Indeed, this is not surprising insofar as we saw this same opinion 

in Maimonides' commentary on m.Sotah 7: 1. However, the warning in the second part of 

Maimonides' statement is interesting, in part because it is not found in the other codes. 

There are two important elements of this warning. The first is that it suggests that it is the 

text of the Sh 'mac that possesses the sanctity, and the language is merely the vehicle for 

expressing that sanctity. Hence, regardless of the language in which one recites the 

Sh 'mac, that language must be treated with the same reverence we would apply to He

brew, the Holy Tongue (that is, we must be especially careful with our enunciation to 

avoid mistakes of articulation). The second point is that while the warning that one recit

ing the Sh 'mac must be precise in the other language as he would be with Hebrew might 

lead to the implication that one may recite the Sh 'mac in another language even if one 

knows how to read Hebrew, my translation indicates that this is not the case. I believe 

that Maimonides' point here is simply that one who reads in Hebrew is very precise as to 

enunciation, melody, etc. (e.g., as when chanting Torah for the congregation), and that 

the same ought to be true of one who recites the Sh 'mac in another language. Mai

monides does not address at all the question of whether one must recite the Sh 'mac in He

brew if one is able. 

The first Ashkenazi source we will examine is Sefer Chasidim, from Germany 

around the twelfth or thirteenth century. Although strictly speaking Sefer Chasidim is not 

a legal code, the material it presents is valuable for our understand of the issue of the suit

ability of praying in languages other than Hebrew. There are two relevant passages in the 
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text. The first is siman 588, which indicates that if men or women who do not understand 

Hebrew come to learn, they should learn the prayers in a language that they understand. 

The justification for this view is: 

:l?il tJN1 :l?il nJ:lil'.1 N?N ilJ'N il?!Jnil ':J ... 

l:J? ,, ''vm ilT:l 1'!J7:l N'll1'W ilT:l Vi1' 1J'N 

.p:lr.i N1ilW 11w? 1n1N:l ??!Jn'W :11"0 

. .. for the Prayer serves no purpose except 
when the heart understands, and if the 
heart does not know what comes out from 
his mouth what is its usefulness? Hence, it 
is better that he should pray in the lan
guage that he understands. 

The second passage, siman 785, is equally forceful in its advocacy for prayer in the 

vernacular: 

m:J1:11 vr.iw nN N1iJ'1 ??:Jn'w mN? i? :11"0 

.1:1 p:lr.iw 11w?:1 

It is good for a man to pray and recite the 
Sh 'mac and blessings in a language that 
he understands. 

The passage continues by labeling one who prays in Hebrew without understanding as 

one who honors God with his lips but keeps his heart far from God,39 and goes on to say 

that such a person's wisdom will fail. 40 The conclusion of the relevant portion of the 

siman41 states that both the Bavli and the Yerushalmi were written in Aramaic (the ver-

nacular at the time) so that even the common people (f1Nil 'DV) would know and under-

stand the commandments. 

While we have seen other sources address the permissibility of prayer in the ver-

nacular, this view has been restricted to cases when one is unable to read (Nip) Hebrew. 

This is the first source that has gone beyond this to state that it is permissible to pray in 

the vernacular when one does not understand (P:lil) Hebrew, and even that it is actually 

39 

40 

41 

Isaiah 29: 13 
Isaiah 29:14 
The second part of the paragraph emphasizes the importance of proper kavanah for prayer, and of hav
ing suitably knowledgeable and pious leaders for the community. 



Vernacular Prayer in the Jewish and Roman Catholic Traditions 17 

preferable to do so. The issue here is that of bringing the appropriate intention (ilJ11:::l) and 

piety to one's prayers, and the factors that impede or facilitate this piety. 

We now tum to another Ashkenazi perspective, that of the Rosh (Asher b. 

Yechiel). In general, the Rosh is of great interest because he lived and worked in both 

Ashkenaz and in Spain, and thus incorporates both traditions into his work. The opening 

section of his commentary on our passage from b.Ber. 13a,42 as is often the case with the 

Rosh, is a restatement of Alfasi' s commentary on this passage (both with regard to q 'rP at 

Sh 'mac and with regard to the cAmidah). However, the Rosh then introduces an interest-

ing question based on an observation of actual behavior in Jewish communities: 

il'il'IV 7"T ilJP ,"il '1'7JJn 'P17J'J:l 'nN'.!ZTJ 
N7N n,r:iNJ ilJ'N 1'n':i ;i?:mw 11':::i il'TJn 

0'1VJil1V DJ1Vil J:::l UilJ 1N'il WT1j?il 111VJ:l 
m:i"nW 11':J1 mJ1w? ,Nw:i m77:mr:i 

11w?:i N7N 77:m;i7 lil7 il'il N7 ;i?:m:i 
.W'Tj?il 

I found in the explanations of the students 
of Rabbi Y onah [Gerondi] that he was as
tonished [by this ruling], since if private 
prayer is only to be said in the Holy 
Tongue, why is it the universal custom 
that women may pray in a variety of lan
guages, for if they are obligated to pray 
they should only be praying in the Holy 
Tongue. 

There are two significant pieces of information that we can derive from this passage. The 

first is that women generally prayed alone rather than with the congregation (a situation 

that accords with the traditional female role of caring for the house). The second is that 

women were generally not taught Hebrew, although we can presume that they were liter-

ate in the vernacular in the various Ashkenazi communities. From this situation, the 'J:l, 

n!l,'.!Z (that is, the Tosafists) drew the distinction between praying for one's needs43 (such 

as praying on behalf of a sick relative) and reciting the prayer that is fixed (v1:ip) for the 

42 Pisqei haRosh 2:2 
43 Cf. Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Yochanan's exposition in b.Sotah 33a. 
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congregation. In the former case, as per Rabbi Yehudah haNasi's statement in the Bavh, 

one must pray in Hebrew if one is praying alone. In the latter case, one may pray in any 

language, except Aramaic, even when praying alone. The Rosh's position vis a vis the 

particular restriction on prayer in Aramaic is based on the Tosafot on b.Shabb. 12b, in 

that the ministering angels certainly know the thoughts that lie in man's heart (regardless 

oflanguage), and the issue with Aramaic is that it is an offensive language to the angels. 

Hence, they do not heed one who prays in Aramaic, but this does not apply to other Ian-

guages. As we see from the Rosh's son, Jacob b. Asher, in his )Arbacah Turim, the impli-

cation here is that one may in fact make personal petitions in any language (except Ara-

maic) when praying privately.44 

Aside from the fact that this commentary provides a sterling example of how ha-

lakhah often evolves based on the actual behavior of Jewish communities, there are sev-

eral significant implications of this explanation. The first implication is that there is a 

sense here that each congregation would have an established prayer ritual, even though 

each person might not have a printed siddur as is usual today. This would not necessarily 

have been the case in the time of the Mishnah or the Talmud. We see here that this fixed 

ritual provides a connection to the congregation even when one is praying alone. The sec-

ond implication is that the Rosh reads the restriction against praying in Aramaic (which 

was the vernacular at the time of the Sages) narrowly, as a prohibition against praying in 

that language specifically rather than as a general restriction against praying in the 

vernacular. 

44 Tur, Oreich Chayim 101. In fact, the Tur confom1s to the Rosh's position on the subject of the lan
guage of prayer, and does not address this issue with regard to q ·,.pat Sh 'mac at all. Indeed, the Tur of
ten agrees with his father's positions. 
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Finally, we come to the most widely-regarded of the halakhic codes, Joseph 

Caro's sixteenth-century Shulchan cArukh. With regard to q 'rPat Sh 'mac, Caro essential-

ly restates Maimonides' position from the Mishneh Torah, that one may recite it in any 

language but must be careful to avoid mistakes in the recitation.45 There is relatively little 

commentary on this ruling, other than to state that the reason for this position is so that 

one will understand what one is saying, and that it is the same for prayer and for Birkat 

Hamazon. 46 With regard to prayer, the Shulchan cArukh essentially recapitulates the ma-

terial we found in the Rosh's commentary.47 However, it is interesting to see how the pri-

mary commentaries (which are primarily explanatory) on the Shulchan cArukh interact 

with Caro's text. 

This section of the Shulchan cArukh breaks down into three issues, following the 

Rosh: 

45 

46 

47 

1. The talmudic view that one may pray in any language when with the congre-

gation, but alone one must pray in Hebrew. Both the Magein Avraham (Rabbi 

Abraham Gombiner) and the Turei Zahav (Rabbi David b. Samuel Halevi) ex-

plain that the angels only respond to Hebrew (compare this with the above 

discussion), but that, when praying with the congregation, God receives the 

prayers Himself without need of the angels as intercessors. However, the 

Magein Avraham also cites the material we examined from Sefer Chasidim, in 

that it is better to pray in another language if one does not understand Hebrew. 

For this reason, we can interpret the previous comments about the angels as 

Oreich Chayim 62:2 
So Magein Avraham, who also indicates that the requirement to understand what one is saying does 
not apply to Qiddush, the blessing over fruit, the blessings for mitsvot, and Halle/. 
Oreich Chayim 101 :4 
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explanatory and not as diverging from the conclusion reached at the end of the 

section. 

2. The view of the Tosafists, cited by the Rosh, that when one is reciting the 

fixed prayer, even alone, one may do so in any language. It is only when peti-

tioning God for one's personal needs that one must pray in Hebrew when 

alone. Here, the Magein Avraham cites the Tosafistic position that Aramaic is 

an offensive language to the angels, but that they understand all languages. 

3. The Rosh's view that even when petitioning for one's needs while alone, one 

may do so in any language except Aramaic, and here the Turei Zahav cites the 

Tosafistic material. 

Hence, the Ashkenazi commentators on Caro's Sephardi text reinforce what he has writ-

ten, giving us the sense that there is consensus on this issue. The only caveat is that Caro 

introduces the second and third points with the phrase tJ'1D1N iV' ("some say"), indicating 

that not everybody agrees with the more lenient position, even though it appears to be 

widely accepted as a suitable halakhic position. 

To summarize, the consensus view seems to be that one may recite the Sh 'mJ in 

any language one understands, but must still approach the recitation with suitable rever-

ence and kavanah. Similarly, one may pray in any language one understands, with the ex-

ception that when praying alone, one may not do so in Aramaic.48 With regard to this last 

position, Alfasi is the only one of the sources who maintains the talmudic position that 

one must pray in Hebrew when praying alone, and Sefer Chasidim goes so far as to sug-

48 Incidentally, the Qaddish, the primary Aramaic passage in the liturgy, is not recited when one prays 
alone, but only when one prays as part of a minyan (although the fact that the Qaddish is in Aramaic is 
not the reason for this practice; it is not recited when one prays alone because it is one of the D'i:li 

i1'1V1ij?J'IV, passages of such sanctity that they require a minyan to be recited). 
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gest that it is preferable to pray in a language that one understands, even if one is able to 

read Hebrew. And while the evolution in the halakhah from what is in the Talmud to 

what is in the Shulchan cArukh seems to have come about because of a lack of Hebrew 

literacy in medieval times, we know that, in actuality, it was still normative to pray in He-

brew with the congregation. In practice, it seems that the primary locus of vernacular 

prayer was with women praying alone. 

2.1.3. Liturgical sources 

To conclude our discussion of the traditional Jewish view regarding prayer in the 

vernacular, we will briefly examine several of the early liturgical codes. In some cases 

(e.g., Seder Rav cAmram Ga) on, Siddur Rav Sacdiah Ga) on, and Machzor Vitry), these 

codes include the full texts of the prayers as well as a discussion of the halakhic issues as-

sociated with prayer. In other cases (e.g., Sefer Hamanhig and Perushei Siddur Hat'ji1ah 

Laroqeiach), these are works that discuss the issues and customs associated with prayer 

without presenting the full texts of the prayers themselves. Because these books have a 

more practical or descriptive orientation, the texts tend to present conclusions without 

significant attention to the halakhic reasoning that leads to those conclusions. Further-

more, the question of the appropriate language of prayer is often presented as an aside in 

the discussion of another issue rather than being treated on its own.49 In large part, this is 

likely because regardless of what the halakhic sources permit, the normative mode of 

Jewish prayer (and certainly of public prayer) was to conduct the prayers in Hebrew.50 

49 

50 

Indeed, two of the significant liturgical codes do not even treat the subject at all, indicating an implicit 
assumption that (public) prayer was conducted in Hebrew exclusively. Solomon Buber and Jacob 
Freimann, eds., '"1/J"l 11iO Siddur Rase hi (Berlin, 1911 ), p. 4 7 (siman 91 ), only addresses the question 
with regard to Birkat Hamazon, and Se/er Abudraham does not even address the question at all. 
As we observed above with regard to the Rosh's commentary, the significant exception to this view 
was women, who often did not learn Hebrew and often did pray alone rather than with the 
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Seder Rav cAmram Ga) on, in the section addressing q 'rPat Sh 'mac, 51 simply cites 

the opinion of the Sages that it may be recited in any language one understands (1rnh l;::::i:J 

vmw iU1NW). 
52 Machzor Vi try addresses the question of language tangentially, in a sec-

tion53 that discusses the translation of Torah readings for the benefit of women and chil-

dren, citing the women's obligation to hear the Torah reading. This leads to mention of 

the parallel obligation to recite Sh 'mac and the cAmidah and the following statement: 

l;::::i:J ornN p11Jl;TJ w11vil 11wl; rviP oJ,N 0N1 
im,,, vmwl; rnl;1::::i,w 11wl; 

... and if they don't know Hebrew54 one 
teaches them in any language that they 
can understand and learn. 

Although not a direct statement about the issue of praying in a language other than He-

brew, the context does suggest the view that one may pray in any language that one 

understands. 

Perushei Siddur Hat 'jilah Laroqdach holds the same view as Machzor Vi try with 

regard to q 'rPat Sh 'mac,55 but not with regard to the cAmidah. The position with regard 

to the cAmidah is found in the discussion of the Qaddish. 56 The text tells us that Qaddish 

is in Aramaic (the vernacular in Babylonia) so that men, women, and children will be 

able to praise God wholeheartedly. The cAmidah, though, is not in Aramaic because the 

51 

52 

53 

54 

55 

56 

congregation. 

Daniel Goldschmidt, ed., 7uu Cli7J)) :n iiO Seder Rav cAmram Ge? on (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 
1971), pp. 17-18; Seder Q 'rPat Sh 'mac Uvirkhoteha 23. 
b.Sotah 32b 
Simeon Hurwitz, ed., '10'11nnD Machzor Vitry (Compiled by Simcha b. Samuel ofVitiy, Jerusalem: 
ALEF, 1963), p. 713; siman 527:18. 
Lit. the Holy Tongue 
Moshe Hershler, np11? i1?'!Jni1 i1i'O '11J1i'!J Perushei Siddur Hat 'jilah Laroqeiach (Compiled by 
Eleazar b. Judah of Worms, Jerusalem: Makhon Harav Hershler, 1992), p. 283; siman 42. 
Hershler, Perushei, p. 242; siman 39. 
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ministering angels only understand Hebrew.57 The implication is that our petitions to God 

must be recited in Hebrew only. 

The final source we will examine is the Sefer Hamanhig, which aimed to docu-

ment a wide variety of Jewish practices from the twelfth century, based on the extensive 

travels of its author, Abraham b. Nathan ofLunel. While the Sefer Hamanhig is not 

specifically a liturgical code, as it documents Jewish practices in all aspects of life, it does 

give attention to the laws and practices associated with prayer. On the subject of the Ian-

guage for q 'rPat Sh 'mac,58 the text begins by citing Rav cAmram (both with regard to 

saying the Sh 'mac audibly and that it may be said in any language) and then by highlight-

ing the halakhic debate on these issues. However, this synopsis begins with the phrase 

p:n::i 11; ~n~~pi l"V~l ("Even though we hold according to the Sages [and not according to 

Rabbi Y ehudah ]"); that is, foreshadowing the fact that although the halakhic decision is 

according to the majority and not the individual, actual practice in this regard varies. In-

deed, Abraham b. Nathan then documents that it is usual practice in the Sephardi world to 

recite the first line of the Sh 'mac 01 l;1p:::i ("aloud in full voice"), and thus presumably to 

recite the rest silently. 59 This accords neither with the view that Sh 'mac must be recited 

audibly, nor with the view that it may be recited silently, because the entire passage is re-

cited in more than one way. This section ends with the following rebuff of Rav c Am-

ram's position: 

57 

58 

59 

See b.Shabb. 12b and b.Sotah 33a. However, note that there is a subtle but significant difference in 
phrasing here. In the Talmud, we read that the angels do not understand Aramaic. Here, the phrasing is 
that they only understand Hebrew. 
Yitschak Raphael, ed., l'iUT:li1 i!JO Se/er Hamanhig (Compiled by Abraham b. Nathan of Lune!, 
Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1978), pp. 73-74. Se/er Hamanhig does not address the issue of lan
guage with regard to the cAmidah specifically. 
Indeed, this is usual traditional practice among Sephardim even today. 
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ri::n irno N1i1 1N ?"r cnr.iv :n ni:::io i;n 
,,J"JV ,JW7 1\V11i1 V7:lW •,n:n::::i i1,,N1 N,:::li17 

.17N 11\VTT ,JW 1:::110\V ,7:l rN1 

This is the opinion of Rav c Amram, but 
he contradicts his words in bringing proof 
from the word Sh 'mac and deriving from 
it two interpretations, and there is nobody 
who follows these two interpretations. 

That is, Rav c Amram has presented a view that does not correspond to the usual practice, 

both in that the first line only is recited aloud, and that evidently it was unheard of to re-

cite Sh 'mac in a language other than Hebrew. 

2.2. The debate over the language of prayer in early Reform 

As we saw in the previous section, there has always been a tension between what 

is permitted by halakhah and the actual behavior of praying Jews. The sources we have 

examined provide ample evidence for the permissibility of prayer in languages other than 

Hebrew, but the nearly universal custom has been to pray in the Holy Tongue.60 Because 

of the emphasis in Jewish tradition on supporting and maintaining the norms of the com-

munity, we can understand that when the first reformers began to change the language 

and content of the prayer service, there was considerable resistance from more tradition-

ally-oriented Jews. Indeed, there were heated debates on the subject of language both be-

tween reformers and traditionalists as well as among the reformers themselves. Besides 

the debate surrounding the permissibility of vernacular prayer in the synagogue, there 

were divergent views as to whether it was desirable to pray in the vernacular, and if so, 

whether this was to be a temporary response to the lack of Hebrew literacy among nine-

teenth-century Jews or a more long-lasting response to a changed social landscape. 

60 As discussed above, the key exception has been for women's private prayers. However, it is absolutely 
clear that in nearly every Jewish community throughout the centuries, the norn1 with regard to public 
synagogue prayer has been to pray in Hebrew. 
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While Jews in late-eighteenth-century Germany, as exemplified by Moses 

Mendelssohn, were first confronted with the challenge of the Enlightenment and its uni-

versalistic worldview, it was Jews in the nineteenth century who faced the practical con-

sequences in the form of Emancipation. While the Enlightenment represented the theoret-

ical and philosophical challenge to Jewish exclusivity, it was Emancipation with its 

promise of actual equality between Jews and Gentiles that forced Jews to confront the 

challenge that modernity presented to their survival as a people in the Diaspora. The ten-

sion lay not just in setting aside the many centuries of Jewish suspicion of the surround-

ing culture, but also in defining the balance between assimilation and preserving a partic-

ularistic Jewish identity.61 

One of the early Jewish leaders wrestling with this balance was David Friedlan-

der, a follower of Mendelssohn. While Friedlander ardently wished Jews to be fully in-

corporated into German society, he recognized the pull that conversion to Christianity 

could exert. Indeed, many of his friends did convert, leading Friedlander to draw the dis-

tinction that "giving up ... the ceremonial laws [of Judaism], is entirely different from ac-

cepting Christianity."62 On the other hand, Friedlander viewed the Enlightenment world 

as one in which "[t]he Jew ... was no longer regarded as a stranger [and furthermore had] 

ceased being a stranger."63 Their entry into the mainstream of society thus required an 

adaptation of Judaism to these modem circumstances. Israel Jacobson, in his address at 

the dedication of the new Jewish school and synagogue in Seesen in 1810,64 echoed these 

61 

62 

63 

64 

Paul Mendes-Flohr and Jehuda Reinharz, eds., The Jew in the Modern World: A Documentary History 
(2nd ed., New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 155. 
W. Gunther Plaut, The Rise of Reform Judaism: A Source book of its European Origins (New York: 
World Union for Progressive Judaism, 1963), p. 10. 
Jakob Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform in Europe (New York: World Union for Progressive Judaism, 
1968), p. 132. 
The school in Seesen is widely regarded as having held the first reformed service in Germany (the 
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sentiments. While remaining faithful to the traditional principles of Judaism, Jacobson 

encouraged the congregation to seek "rapprochement [with their] Christian neigh-

bors ... [for o ]nit depends the education of [their] spirit for true religiosity and, at the 

same time also, [their] future greater political welfare."65 Because the new political reality 

demanded that Jews become a part of the general society as citizens, there would neces-

sarily be changes to those "religious customs which must be rightfully offensive to reason 

as well as to [their] Christian friends."66 

The liturgical reforms resulting from these sentiments took several forms. In addi-

ti on to the use of the vernacular, the reformers generally sought to remove or rephrase 

those portions of the service that did not seem suitable for a newly-emancipated people 

trying to establish their loyalty to the modem state and not to the messianic hope of a re-

stored Zion. With regard to language, the first justifications for reform were based on 

practical considerations. For example, David Friedlander decried the outmoded aesthetics 

of the traditional Hebrew prayers in expressing the need for revisions to bring the con-

veyed sentiments in line with Enlightenment thinking.67 Edward Kley and C. S. Glinsburg 

captured the new political realities vis a vis the language of liturgy in their 1817 work Die 

Deutsche Synagoge, a prayer book prepared for the Berlin community after Israel Jacob-

son had brought his modified service there. Kley and Gtinsburg write of the Hebrew Ian-

guage as holy to Jews, and to be revered as the "wise teacher" of tradition.68 However, 

65 

66 

67 

68 

Adath Jeschurun congregation in Amsterdam had held its first services thirteen years before, but had 
ceased to function in 1808 when Louis Napoleon forced the "new community" to join in a single con
sistory with the "old community"), although it was still quite traditional by contrast with the types of 
changes that were to come in the following decades. The dedication was attended by both Jews and 
non-Jews, as reflected by the tenor of Jacobson's remarks. 
Plaut, p. 29. 
Plaut, p. 30. 
Plaut, p. 11. 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, pp. 133-35. 
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they go on to state that "seven times more holy unto us is the language which belongs to 

the present and to the soil whence we have sprung forth ... the language which unites us 

with our fellow-men in happy fellowship or in serious business, the language, finally, in 

which our philanthropic and just king speaks to us, in which he proclaims his law to 

us."69 Not only is German elevated to the status of a holy language, the important king is 

not God but rather Frederick William III! 

The founders of the Hamburg Temple were somewhat more moderate and prosaic 

in putting forth in their constitution their desire to emulate in a more established mam1er 

the earlier attempts at a liberal service, justifying the need for reform "[ s ]ince public wor-

ship has for some time been neglected by so many, because of the ever decreasing knowl-

edge of the language in which alone it has until now been conducted."70 This more mod-

erate approach is borne out in examining the 1819 Hamburg liturgy, which is quite 

traditional in many ways and utilizes a lot of Hebrew. Seckel Isaac Frankel, one of the 

editors of the book, justifies the significant use of Hebrew instead of German because 

Jews would generally be familiar with the biblical passages in the liturgy, so that Hebrew 

would not be neglected, and so that there would be no sense that discarding the Hebrew 

language was in fact a rejection of Judaism as a whole. 71 An interesting variant on these 

practical justifications for vernacular prayer is provided by Rabbi Aaron Chorin, the chief 

rabbi of Arad, Hungary, and an early supporter ofliturgical reforms,72 who justified the 

69 

JO 

JI 

72 

Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 135. 
Plaut, p. 31. 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 53. 
Chorin wrote in Eliezer Libermann's Nogah Hatsedek in support of using the vernacular for certain 
parts of the service, although not for the cAmidah and q 'rPat Sh 'mac. (Petuchowski, Prayerbook Re
form, pp. 89-90) However, in the later collection Eileh Divrei Habrit, Chorin retracted his support for 
the reformers when he found that the content of the prayers and not just the language had been 
changed. (Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, pp. 93-94) As Petuchowski explains, though, it seems 
likely that this retraction was made under duress, as Chorin reversed himself again not long afterward. 
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use of vernacular prayer so that women (who would not understand any Hebrew even if 

the men did) would not be left out of the worship experience. 73 

The initial debate regarding the early reforms in Seesen, Berlin, and Hamburg was 

conducted largely in halakhic terms. The opening shot was fired in response to Jacob-

son's services in Berlin by an unattributed booklet, and attacked the reformers on ha-

lakhic grounds for eliminating the silent cAmidah, playing an organ during services, and 

reading the Torah rather than chanting it. With regard to the use of vernacular, the writer 

of this booklet took issue with both the abandonment of the Hebrew language, "the 

source of life," as well as for more generally deviating from the traditional text of the 

prayers.74 The Reform response, contained in Eliezer Libermann's publications Or Nogah 

and Nogah Hatsedek, cited many of the halakhic sources that we discussed above, includ-

ing the Bavli, Mishneh Torah, Shulchan cArukh, and Sefer Chasidim.75 It should be noted 

that Libermann's argument was intended to apply only in Germany, where he felt that 

Jews generally spoke German but were ignorant of Hebrew, and not in other countries 

such as Poland where Jews were generally knowledgeable of Hebrew.76 

In response to Libermann's publications, the beit din in Hamburg issued a compi-

la ti on of traditional rabbinic responsa called Eileh Divrei Habrit. Among other positions, 

this collection stated unequivocally that prayer in any language other than Hebrew was 

impermissible.77 Moses Sofer of Pressburg (more commonly known as the Chatam Sofer) 

expanded on this view, going so far as to state that m.Sotah 7: 1 "refers to a chance occur-

73 

74 

75 

76 

77 

Plaut, p. 253. 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, pp. 84-85. The rhetoric also claimed that a majority of the service 
was conducted in German, which Petuchowski points out was an "exaggerated" contention because the 
Berlin services actually were conducted largely in Hebrew (cf. p. 88). 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, pp. 86-87. 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, pp. 88-89. 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 90. 
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rence, to the case of an individual."78 Thus, Sofer is criticizing the reformers for institut-

ing regular prayer in the vernacular, and for conducting the communal prayer in the ver-

nacular.79 In large part, Sofer bases his argument on the fact that even at the time the 

Sages compiled the prayers, the common language of the people was Aramaic and not 

Hebrew, yet the prayers were composed in Hebrew. Hence, the fact that the German Jews 

were not proficient in Hebrew was not, in his mind, sufficient justification for abandoning 

the traditional language of Jewish prayer.80 A supporting view (published separately) was 

provided by Abraham Loewenstamm of Emden, who argued methodically that it is better 

to pray in Hebrew even if one does not understand the Holy Tongue (and that one who 

understands Hebrew is actually forbidden to pray in another language). 81 

However, the halakhic character of the debate quickly dissipated as it became 

clear that the reformers did not feel bound by the authority of traditional halakhah . In-

deed, with Jews achieving individual citizenship after Emancipation, and hence the (at 

least official) loss of communal authority to enforce religious laws, the traditionalists had 

no recourse to enforce compliance with their rulings. This state of affairs is evident from 

the following passage from the introduction to Eileh Divrei Habrit: 

78 

79 

80 
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... Behold, we had hoped that these men [who have introduced Re
form] would have attended to our words and listened to the voice 
of their teachers, who alone are fit to express an opinion on matters 
concerning what is permitted and what is prohibited. In former 
times the men of our proud city have listened to the voice of their 

Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 91. Of course, as we discussed above, the opposite is in fact the 
customary understanding of the mis/mah. 
This point, regarding the question of an individual member of the congregation versus the prayer 
leader praying in the vernacular, was one of the ambiguities we identified in our discussion of the ha
lakhic sources. Sofer seems to be drawing on the universal behavior of praying in Hebrew to come to 
his understanding of the mis/mah. 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook R'"form, pp. 91-92. 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, pp. 94-97. Compare this with our discussion of the material from 
the Yerushalmi, which leads to the view that the Sh'mac may be recited in the vernacular only if one 
does not know Hebrew. 
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teachers, who told them the path they were to take. We had thought 
that our judgment would be honored and that they would not dare 
to disobey our utterance, for our strength now is as it was formerly. 

But we hoped in vain, for these men disobeyed the counsel [of 
their teachers] and sank into sin. They quickly built for themselves 
a house of prayer, which they called a temple, and published a 
prayerbook for Sabbaths and festivals, which has caused great sor
row and brought tears to our eyes over the destruction of our 
people.82 

There is clearly an internal contradiction here, for if the traditional rabbis in fact did re-

tain their customary authority, then a rogue group of laypeople would have been unable 

to establish an independent synagogue. The fact of the new political reality brought about 

by Emancipation is that the traditionalists could say all they wanted to, but ultimately the 

reformers could do as they pleased. 

In this situation of newly-realized autonomy, the debate over the language of 

prayer turned inward. The significant questions, which have remained very much alive 

down to the current day, centered not around whether or not it is permitted to pray in the 

vernacular, but rather around the desirability of exercising the freedom to pray in the ver-

nacular and the extent to which the vernacular should be utilized in the prayer service, 

and even around the necessity of retaining Hebrew at all. On the one hand, the radical re-

formers held that German was the mother tongue of German Jews, and that Hebrew 

should be eliminated as an ancient relic. Abraham Adler advocated forcefully for this 

point of view at the second rabbinical conference held in Frankfurt-am-Main in 1845. 

Adler argued that it was the message and not the language that imported sanctity, and so 

Hebrew had no particular claim on holiness, and that the obsession with language had in 

fact obscured understanding of the true meaning of the Bible.83 More pointedly, Adler 

82 Mendes-Flohr and Reinharz, p. 167. 
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characterized Hebrew as an unaesthetic language that was "dead because it [did] not live 

within the people,"84 and even as "a cancer on the body ofreligion"85 It is Adler's posi-

tion that predominated in the Berlin Reformgemeinde, which retained only a few biblical 

passages in Hebrew, such as the first two lines of the Sh 'mac and the congregational re-

sponses to the Q'dushah. Immanuel Heinrich Ritter justified their position by stating, 

"Hebrew has become a foreign language for us, and German the language of our 

homeland. "86 

At the opposite end of the spectrum, more moderate reformers advocated for re-

taining a greater amount of Hebrew in the service. Ludwig Philippson contended that de-

spite the sanction that the classical Jewish sources give to vernacular prayer, there are 

strong "emotional and .. . historical reasons [for] the retention of Hebrew."87 In part, the 

historical reasons included the sense of unity a common language provided for Jews in 

different lands. This concern led Samuel Levi Eger of Brunswick to lament, "Ifwe now 

pray in German here and the Jews of France in French, those in Italy in Italian-the bun-

dle will come apart."88 

Zacharias Frankel was even more forceful in his defense of the necessity for re-

taining Hebrew in the service.89 Frankel certainly acknowledges that "it is urgently neces-
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Plaut, pp. 163-64. 
Plaut, p. 164. 
Plaut, p. 164. Adler cites Isaiah 29: 13 in defense of his position ("With their mouth and with their lips 
[they] do honor Me, but have removed their hearts far from Me.") 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 59. Indeed, it is for this reason that I have not included the Berlin 
liturgy in my discussion in chapter 3. Aside from the fact that the approach in Berlin was to simply ex
clude any potentially problematic elements of the service, the Berlin liturgy (especially in its later in
carnations) did not always follow the traditional structure of the Jewish prayer service. In these re
gards, using the sources from Berlin does not add anything to the discussion that can be developed 
using the other sources from that era. 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 99. 
Michael A. Meyer, Response to Modernity: A Hist01y of the Reform Movement in Judaism (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1995), p. 39. 
Indeed, Frankel left the Frankfurt conference because the consensus was that Hebrew was not neces-
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sary that a part of the service be held in German,"90 but overall emphasizes the critical 

importance of using the Hebrew language to preserve the heritage of the Hebrew Bible 

and the prayers. In particular, Frankel maintains that the view that German is considered 

more enlightened than Hebrew is held only by those who do not have a good knowledge 

of Hebrew, and that the use of Hebrew as the language of prayer should not be a barrier 

to Jewish integration into the surrounding society, citing the examples of Holland and 

France in this regard.91 

The middle ground between these two poles was defined by Ludwig Philippson at 

the Frankfurt conference. Recognizing the consensus that "nobody wants to eliminate He-

brew altogether and no one opposes the introduction of German,"92 Philippson advocated 

for the "Hebrew and German elements [being] organically integrated."93 The following 

passage from his remarks at the conference neatly sums up the balance he seeks between 

Jewish religiosity and German patriotism: 

90 

91 

92 

93 
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The Hebrew language is indispensable as a central point of our re
ligion. The German Jews are German, they think and feel German 
and want to live and work as patriots. But Judaism is not German; 
it is universal. The dispersion of the Jews is not the dispersion of 
Judaism. And, therefore, it must have a unified character. Its con
tent is its creed; its form is represented by each.94 

sary for Jewish worship, and thus that the balance between Hebrew and the vernacular was entirely up 
to the individual congregation. See Plaut, p. 162. 
Plaut, p. 163. Given Frankel's overall emphasis on the instrumental importance of Hebrew, I would 
posit that he said this with regard either to having a German sermon in the service, or because of the 
fact that the level of Hebrew literacy was low and so Gern1an should be used temporarily until the level 
of Hebrew knowledge could be improved. 
Plaut, pp. 162-63. 
Plaut, p. 164. 
Plaut, p. 164. 
Plaut, p. 165. 
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In some sense, the break with tradition that Philippson suggests is not in the forms of 

worship and ritual (as with the radical reformers), but in the redefinition of Judaism as a 

religion and not as an amalgam of religion and nation. 

Besides the varying ideologies with regard to the use of Hebrew and the vernacu-

lar in the prayer service, another significant issue is the aesthetics of the prayer service 

and of the prayer book. With regard to the former, we have the opinion of Max Loewen-

gard, who objected to the Hamburg service because "of the alternation of Hebrew and 

German prayers. "95 Rather than commenting on the amount of one language or the other 

in the service, Loewengard argues that it would have been better to arrange the German 

passages around the sermon, which was also in German.96 With regard to the aesthetics of 

the prayer book, and in particular with regard to the use of the vernacular, Abraham 

Geiger offered his views in the introduction to his 1854 prayer book. Geiger argues that 

for most people, a German translation of the traditional Hebrew liturgy is not adequate. 

For one who knows the Hebrew, such a translation is not useful because he "may find 

himself prevented by his loyalty to a beloved prayer from making criticisms about its reli-

gious point of view and its form."97 That is, for someone who has an emotional connec-

tion to the traditional Hebrew text independent of its actual meaning, knowing the content 

of the prayer could actually diminish the value of the prayer. On the other hand, one who 

is unfamiliar with the Hebrew "demands from the prayer the kind of contents and expres-
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Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 56. 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 56. It is perhaps because of these aesthetic considerations that the 
first edition oflsaac Mayer Wise's Minhag Amerika (published in 1857) had the Hebrew and English 
liturgies printed in separate volumes, with the introductory instruction in the English volume, "Pray in 
the Language thou understandest best." See Isaac Mayer Wise, Isidor Kalisch, and Benjamin 
Rothenheim, eds., Jli11V' 'J:J n1'7'!Jn :Nj?'iPr.lN mm The Daily Prayers, Part I (English trans. Isaac M. 
Wise, German trans. Isidor Kalisch and Benjamin Rothenheim, Cincinnati, 1857), p. 2. 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform,, p. 151. 
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sion with which his heart can completely identify."98 In this case, without the sentimental 

association, the individual must have a German version of the prayer that is suitable to 

the modem climate rather than a translation that maintains the archaisms of the Hebrew 

text. Based on this position, it will come as no surprise (as we shall see in chapter 3) that 

Geiger was the most prone to keep a modified form of the troublesome prayers rather 

than simply eliminating them from the service. 

In North America, we can speak of a generally-accepted position of Reform con-

gregations based on the various platforms that have been issued over the years. Of the 

five such platforms in existence, only two comment on the question of the language of 

prayer. The 1869 Philadelphia Principles state that 

[t]he cultivation of the Hebrew language ... must in our midst be 
considered as the fulfillment of a sacred obligation. However, the 
language has in fact become incomprehensible for the overwhelm
ing majority of our present-day co-religionists, and therefore in the 
act of prayer (which is a body without a soul unless it is under
stood) Hebrew must take second place behind a language which 
the worshippers can understand insofar as this appears advisable 
under prevailing circumstances.99 

On the one hand, this position seems consonant with the radical position espoused by 

Abraham Adler and the Berlin Reformgemeinde, in that the vernacular is given priority 

over Hebrew. However, the position demonstrated here is more pragmatic than ideologi-

cal. It maintains that Hebrew is to be both preferred and desired, but that the lack of He-

brew literacy is a practical obstacle to using it as the primary language of prayer. The oth-

er platform that comments on the issue oflanguage is the 1937 Columbus Platform. With 

its renewed emphasis on ritual observance, this platform includes "the use of Hebrew, to-

98 

99 
Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 151. 
Michael A. Meyer and W. Gunther Plaut, eds., The Reform Judaism Reader: North American Docu
ments (New York: UAHC Press, 2001 ), p. 197. 
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gether with the vernacular, in our worship and instruction"100 as one of the elements of 

Jewish life and identity. Here, we can recognize that the Reform movement is still 

wrestling with the balance of Hebrew and vernacular in the prayer service. Both are in

cluded here, and the platform is not prescriptive on this question. 

35 

It is clear that the question of vernacular prayer is a complex one that far 

transcends the simple permissibility of praying in languages other than Hebrew. We have 

touched on the authority of halakhah in post-Emancipation society as well as the delicate 

balance between assimilation and particularism. Furthermore, we have seen that even 

within the Reform community, there is a broad spectrum of views with regard to the de

sirability both of praying in the vernacular and of retaining Hebrew in the prayer service. 

With this understanding of the issues surrounding the language of prayer, we are now 

ready to delve more deeply into the issues related to the content of the prayers. 

100 Meyer and Plaut, p. 203. 



Chapter 3. Evolution of Jewish Liturgical Texts 

In the previous chapter, we discussed the issues regarding the language in which 

Jews pray. In this chapter, we will tum our focus to the content of those prayers and how 

it has evolved in response to external pressures as well as the shift to vernacular prayer. 

We will first examine the aspect of externally-imposed censorship and its effect on Jew-

ish liturgy (as we shall discuss, there is often a fine line between external and internal 

censorship in this regard). We will then examine three particular passages in the Jewish 

liturgy that are overtly problematic from the standpoint of interfaith relations. Certainly 

there are a number of other passages that are problematic, 101 but these three will serve as 

sufficient examples to illustrate the ideological struggles Jews have faced through the 

centuries with regard to their neighbors, and the sorts of liturgical approaches that were 

taken to euphemize or resolve those struggles. 

It is important to point out that in the modem period, issues of form (i.e., the Ian-

guage of prayer) and content are not unrelated to each other. In all of the major Reform 

liturgies, both the language and the content of the prayers have been modified. While we 

discussed in the previous chapter the debates concerning the necessity of retaining He-

brew and the ideological differences that determined the relative amounts of Hebrew and 

the vernacular appearing in the service, and these are important for understanding the 

liturgical changes, we must also keep in mind that it is not possible to completely sepa-

rate the aspects of form and content in this regard. 102 

101 For example, the numerous polemical, anti-Christian piyyutim that once dotted the festival services, or 
the line in the traditional Pesach seder that calls for God to "pour out [His] wrath on the nations." See 
Karff, pp. 33-35. 

36 
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In analyzing the liturgical changes that reformers have made over the years, I 

have two goals. The first is to present a representative sampling of the sorts of changes 

that have been made, with an eye towards understanding the approaches as much as 

identifying the specific variants in the prayer texts. My second goal is to trace the sorts of 

changes that have been made through the American Reform liturgies until today. In this 

manner, we will be able to understand how Jewish perceptions of non-Jews have evolved 

as American society has changed. To these ends, I have selected prayer books that are 

historically significant to the development of Reform Judaism, innovative in their litur-

gies, and that exerted influence on later liturgies (in particular the American prayer 

books). The prayer books that we will use in this chapter are as follows: 103 

• Hamburg Temple prayer books of 1819 and 1841 

• David Marks's Forms of Prayer Used in the West London Synagogue of British 
Jews of 1841-43 

• Abraham Geiger's prayer books from 1854 and 1870 

• Leo Merzbacher's 1855 The Order of Prayer for Divine Service 

• The first edition oflsaac Mayer Wise's Minhag Amerika (1857 for the daily and 
Shabbat prayers; 1866 for the High Holy Days) 

• Bernard Felsenthal's 1872 translation of David Einhom's Olat Tamid 

• The 1892 Union Prayer Book edited by Isaac Moses 

• The 1895, 1918, and 1940 editions of the Union Prayer Book (1894, 1922, and 
1945 for the High Holy Days) 

• Gates of Prayer (1975) and Gates of Repentance (1978) 

• The newest American Reform siddur, Mishkan Tefilah (2007) 

102 Indeed, this is an integral part of my thesis! Because these elements are linked so intimately in the pub
lished liturgies, I argue that the change in language necessitated corresponding changes in the content 
of certain prayers, though both are derived from anterior changes in the surrounding culture and com
mon cultural reference points. 

103 I have not included the liturgy from the Reformed Society of Israelites in Charleston, SC, here because 
while it represents the first refom1ed liturgy in America, it did not exert any historical influence and so 
qualifies as an anomaly in the development of Reform liturgy more generally. 
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3.1. External censorship and Jewish prayer 

One very significant factor for understanding the evolution of Jewish liturgical 

texts in general, and the sorts of passages we are interested in for this project in particu-

lar, is the censorship that was imposed by religious and civil authorities for a variety of 

reasons. As we shall come to understand, while the effect of the mandated changes was 

often repressive, this was not generally the intent of the authorities. Nonetheless, the in-

teraction between the outside authorities and the Jewish community with regard to cen-

sorship of Jewish prayers is an important phenomenon for understanding how the liturgy 

both reflects and shapes the attitudes its words represent. 

3.1.1. The cultural context of medieval censorship 

In his 1525 introduction to Joseph Albo's Sefer Hacikkarim, the publisher/printer 

Gershom Soncino wrote the following: 

I praise the Lord who has guided me to begin and complete this 
book, the principles and roots of the pure Torah of God. In his 
mercy, He, may He be praised, strengthened my hands in its 
correction. I selected the sustenance from the waste, I uprooted the 
thorns from the vineyard and crushed them as the dust of the earth, 
so that this book may be as a tree planted by flowing streams. 104 

This passage highlights the fine line that often exists between the processes of editing and 

censorship. What does it mean to "correct" a text? How do we characterize the "selec-

tion" of words and phrases? Even today, would we say that there is such a big difference 

between choosing a particular phrase to make one's message clearer as compared to do-

ing so because of particular sensitivities such as gender, race, religion, etc.? Consider one 

104 Quoted in Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin, The Censor, the Editor and the Text: The Catholic Church and the 
Shaping of the Jewish Canon in the 16th Centwy (Trans. Jackie Feldman, Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2007), p. 97. 
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brief example that we will explore in more detail later in this section, the difference be-

tween the Hebrew phrases i1iT i1il:J)) (strange or foreign worship) and m?mi D':i:n:i n11:iv 

(worship of stars and celestial bodies; generally abbreviated as o"i:iv). For practical pur-

poses, these phrases are synonymous-they refer to worship practices prohibited to Jews. 

However, to the medieval Church, the former expression had a resonance of idolatry 

(which could refer to Christian icons or statuary) that is absent in the latter (because it 

refers to worshipping celestial bodies 105 instead of idols). For this reason, the censorship 

guidelines compiled by Domenico Gerosolimitano at the end of the sixteenth century re-

quired occurrences of ;nT i1i1:JV to be replaced with o"i:iv .106 Certainly the idea that this 

change was imposed from outside is quite significant, but the change itself is in fact rela-

tively small. 

The medieval censorship of Jewish texts was simply one example of a general 

cultural phenomenon beginning around the sixteenth century. There were two primary 

processes that resulted in the rise of organized censorship at this time (although manu-

scripts had been censored and even burned before this time107
). The first was the invention 

of the moveable-type printing press by Johannes Gutenberg around 1439, and the subse-

quent shift from manuscript culture to print. More than simply a change of production 

method, this also represented a shift from a principally oral tradition to a written one. The 

105 I.e., astrology. 
106 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 120-21. The complete list of guidelines is reproduced in Appendix A. 
107 Earlier periods of censorship, such as that in France in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, general

ly targeted the Talmud in particular, and not necessarily Jewish books in general. The stated reason for 
this earlier censorship was the same as in the sixteenth century, that the works were blasphemous to 
Christians. In particular, the word 'U (lit. Gentile, but often with derogatory overtones) was viewed 
with suspicion beginning at this time. See Yoe! H. Kahn, The Three Morning Blessings " ... Who Did 
Not Make Me ... ": A Historical Study of a Jewish Liturgical Text (PhD diss., Graduate Theological 
Union, 1999), pp. 69-70. 
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dialogue necessary to produce books was relocated to the print floor, where the writer and 

the editors/censors would define the final printed version of the book through their inter-

actions. From this standpoint, it is unfair to categorize "the practice of early modern cen-

sorship simply as a violation of the text ... because not only censorship, but the transition 

to print as a whole, led to the disappearance of much content. .. " 108 Indeed, the inspection 

of printed materials was not only the focus ofreligious authorities who were motivated 

by dogmatic considerations, but also by civil governments with an interest in collecting 

taxes and ensuring copyright enforcement. It is not generally possible to differentiate be-

tween these types of activities because they were so closely woven together in the culture 

of the period. 109 

The second factor motivating the rise of censorship was the cultural ferment that 

led to and resulted from the Protestant Reformation in the early decades of the sixteenth 

century. It is important to note that this was not simply an effort by the Catholic Church 

to insure correct doctrine in printed materials in response to the challenge of Prates-

tantism, but also reflects an independent process of reform taking place in the Church 

during this time. 110 So, for example, Pope Leo X justified control over printed matter in 

1516 (before the official start of the Reformation in 1517) because of the fact that many 

books "contain errors opposed to the faith as well as pernicious views contrary to the 

Christian religion." 111 Certainly, the Protestant Reformation exerted great influence on the 

Church in this regard, and Jews were sometimes caught in the middle of disputes between 

the Church and Protestants. So in response to the Protestant characterization of Catholi-

108 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 16. 
109 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 18. 
110 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 18-20. 
111 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 38-39. 
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cism as idolatrous, 112 the censors worked to insure a clear delineation between Catholic 

observance and idolatry and therefore were very sensitive to any perceived comparison 

between Catholicism and idolatry in Jewish literature. The effect was the sort of linguistic 

substitutions described above. However, it must be noted that the issue here was not the 

separation between Jews and Gentiles; there are many examples of such passages (such 

as those concerning prohibitions on wine produced by Gentiles) that were not censored. 113 

There were also circumstances where the Church found itself caught in between the 

Protestant and Jewish positions. For example, the customary Catholic reasoning against 

halakhah as a valid legal system was much the same as Protestant charges against the 

Church. Hence, the Church could not condemn Judaism without validating the Protestant 

argument against Catholicism.114 

As is true in so many cases, Jews of the time were influenced by these trends in 

the surrounding society. Censorship was practiced by Jewish communities as well, as a 

result of the common cultural concerns and not just as a reaction to Catholic censorship. 

For example, there was concern within Jewish communities about the dissemination of 

kabbalistic literature because of the fear of divulging esoteric mysteries to the general 

public, who were not qualified to study them. 115 And so we find that a 1554 convention of 

representatives ofltalian Jewish communities implemented a requirement that a beit din 

and the heads of the Jewish community of the city give their approval to any book that 

was to be printed, and that anyone who purchased a book that had not been approved 

would be fined. 116 Because censorship was prevalent in all segments of medieval Euro-

112 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 129. 
113 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 161. 
114 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 28. 
115 Raz-Krakotzkin,pp.117-18. 



Vernacular Prayer in the Jewish and Roman Catholic Traditions 42 

pean society, both Jewish and Christian, we cannot always be certain whether particular 

changes to a text were imposed by Christians or were made by Jews. 117 

When we consider the Christian censorship of Jewish texts specifically, we find 

that in addition to the rise of censorship in general there was certainly an element related 

to the general oppression of Jews during this era, such as "frequent expulsions, ghettoiza-

tion and economic restrictions, and the efforts to bring about their conversion."118 Howev-

er, there is another element that is critical for properly understanding the import of me-

dieval censorship of Jewish texts, and this is the rising interest among Christians in 

studying Jewish texts "not only for the purpose of polemic against Judaism, but also as an 

authentic body of knowledge, essential for the understanding of the Scriptures and for 

confirming the Christian faith." 119 The primary issue was thus not on Jewish use of this 

literature, but rather access to the texts by Christians, and especially by converts who 

might corrupt Christianity. 120 Because of this concern for controlling what Christians 

would read, the focus of the censors was on books studied by Christian Hebraists (such as 

the medieval commentators like Rashi) rather than on books that were more widely read 

by Jews (such as works ofliturgy and halakhah ). 121 So even though the Talmud was of-

ten banned and burned, the halakhic codes were affected very little by censorship, a dis-

tinction that granted Jews permission to keep their particular customs while denying "[the 

tradition's] claim to divine authority." 122 In the same vein, when Pope Gregory XIII 

116 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 117. 
117 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 195. See below for further examples of this ambiguity. 
118 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 22-23. 
119 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 23. 
120 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 42. Raz-Krakotzkin notes that "[t]he conversos [who were burned in Spain] were 

burned as Christian heretics, just as the copies of the Talmud were burned because they threatened 
Christian society." 

121 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 82. 
122 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 54. See also p. 159. 
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banned the Talmud in 1584, he also asserted the Jewish right to self-determination as 

long as they did not oppose the Church's sovereignty. 123 In fact, the outright prohibition 

of the Talmud was the exception rather than the rule in terms of censorship; most Jewish 

literature was permitted with relatively minor modifications. 124 The overall extent of cen-

sorship was relatively small, despite the fact that some of the changes were of significant 

import. 125 While the practical effect of many of these changes was to place restrictions on 

Jewish self-expression, the goal of the censors was to enforce the dividing lines between 

Jewish and Christian as a way of defining what was Christian rather than attacking what 

was Jewish. 126 

3.1.2. The mechanisms of early censorship 

A reasonable question to ask regarding the medieval censorship of Jewish litera-

ture is how Church officials knew what the Jewish texts actually said. One of the impor-

tant mechanisms for this was information provided by converts. In some cases, we know 

who these individuals were, such as Giovanni Batista, a convert who denounced the Tal-

mud for allowing many things contrary to Christian belief and practice, including permit-

ting Jews to "orally swear false oaths." 127 Another early example of a convert who in-

formed on the Jewish community was Johannes Pfefferkorn, who disputed the Talmud 

against the Christian scholar Johannes Reuchlin. While Reuchlin disagreed with the Jew-

ish understandings and blasphemies found in the texts, he defended the value of the Tal-

mud against Pfefferkom's call for its seizure. Reuchlin's method would be reflected in 

123 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 70-71. 
124 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 23. 
12

·
1 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 29-30. 

126 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 54. 
127 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 42-43. Also see the discussion below about Kol Nidrei. 
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the guidelines and methods of later censorship, which often worked to remove the unde-

sirable components of the texts in order to allow them to be possessed and studied. 118 

In fact, we find that many of the Church's censors were themselves converts, such 

as Jacobus Geraldino (also known as Rabbi Yosef Arles) and Andrea de! Monte. In fact, 

Domenico Gerosolimitano was himself a convert; his guidelines for censorship were 

compiled in a volume called Sefer Hazikkuk. 119 While there were examples of convert 

censors using their work to try to convert other Jews, 130 many of these censors, as well as 

a number of other converts who worked in the printing houses, actually did much to pre-

serve the Hebrew literature. 131 As we mentioned before, the Church was particularly sen-

sitive to accusations of idolatry because of Protestant pressure, but rather than deleting 

these passages, the usual approach was to substitute more acceptable phrasing. In addi-

ti on to the substitution of 0"1.JV for i1iT i111:JV as discussed above, we also find 0"1.JV as a 

substitute for 'i.JU, 'U, and similar words "[ w ]hen .. .it may be understood as implying 

slander, insult, or vilification of the Gentile."131 Similarly we find 01i1jJ'!JN (the usual 

mishnaic Hebrew word for "heretic") substituted for rr.i (which has the sense of "sectari-

ans," and in particular the Jewish-Christians of the time before Christianity was estab-

lished as a wholly separate religion; see the discussion of Birkat Haminim below), and 

~::i::i (Babylonia) substituted for 011N eEdom, the biblical descendants of Esau, but used 

as the common rabbinic euphemism for "Rome"). 133 

128 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 38-39. 
1 ~ 9 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 120-23. The fact that this book is titled in Hebrew is significant, and demonstrates 

the Jewish origin of many of those involved in the process of expurgating the Jewish literature. 
110 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 111. 
111 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 85-87, 107. 
112 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 121. 'i::JU is a synonym for '1l. 
111 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 127. 
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These examples demonstrate that in this type of alteration, the semantic changes 

to the text were minor and "that the aim was not the restriction of Jewish readings but the 

channeling of those readings in a direction that was not anti-Catholic while enabling 

Christians to read these works." 134 As mentioned above, the main focus of the censor was 

on eliminating insults to Christianity and on defining the limits separating Jews and non-

Jews. In part, the censor actually enabled the process of creating an independent Jewish 

domain, 135 which, when projected forward into the modem age, identifies the divide be-

tween matters of public policy and those of private faith. In so doing, censorship also ere-

ated a shared space for Christians and Jews, such as in their common antipathy towards 

idolatry that included the implicit Christian acknowledgement that Judaism is not star-

worship and therefore lay within some boundary of acceptability. 136 Censorship was not 

intended to quash ideological disagreements between Judaism and Christianity, but rather 

to insure correct belief among Christians and to avoid public challenges to the authority 

of the Church. 137 

If the impact of censorship on the semantics of Jewish texts was limited, it attem-

pted to have a much bigger impact on the attitude of Jews towards their non-Jewish 

neighbors. Many of the piyyutim found in the Ashkenazi liturgy, for example, display a 

distinctly anti-Christian and vengeful attitude, 138 "which became a fundamental element 

in the formation of consciousness." 139 That is, the tone set by the liturgy not only reflected 

134 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 129-30. 
ll

5 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 112. 
])

6 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 126-28. 
137 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 153. In fact, the dialogue internal to the Jewish community was not of concern to 

the Church, and the censorship guidelines are explicit in that such materials should not be altered. 
138 The Ashkenazi piyyutim included early Byzantine piyyutim from the Land of Israel, where there was 

also resentment of Byzantine Christian rule and triumphalism. The tone of the piyyutim in the Sephardi 
liturgy is quite different, reflecting a mood of elevating the soul rather than of seeking revenge against 
their neighbors. 
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the historical circumstances under which Jews lived, but also served to shape the attitudes 

of Jews towards the world around them. As these deprecatory passages were either 

emended or removed from the liturgy, "[the censor] had a crucial formative influence on 

the shaping of modem Jewish consciousness." 140 In fact, these changes have exerted 

enough influence that modem scholars are sometimes uncomfortable admitting that such 

hateful attitudes were once significant components of European Jewish identity. Rather 

than accept that the changes were imposed by Christian censors, there is a tendency to 

feel that over time the piyyutim were eliminated because Jews themselves "found it inap-

propriate to inspire feelings of hatred and vengeance" at sacred times of the year. 141 

In this light, let us consider the following blessing recited in the traditional 

morning service: 142 

·~wv, ~7t,p ,o?iv;:i 1?9 u•;J7~ ~~ ;ir;i~ 1n~ 
:'il 

Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of 
the universe, who has not made me a 
Gentile. 

This blessing can trace its roots to an ancient Greek formula that gives thanks for being 

"a Greek and not a barbarian," 143 and there are genizah fragments that parallel this phras-

ing (using "an Israelite and not a gentile [sic ]"). 144 The blessing as stated above corre-

139 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 168. 
140 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 168. 
141 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 166, citing Daniel Goldschmidt as an example of this phenomenon. 
142 Philip Birnbaum, trans. and ed., HaSiddur HaShalem: Daily Prayer Book (New York: Hebrew Pub

lishing Company, 1949), pp. 15-16. The translation here is mine; Birnbaum translates "'U" as "hea
then," a reading that is less true to the meaning of the Hebrew but more suitable for appearances vis a 
vis non-Jews. A variant in the Hebrew is found in the 1845 German Orthodox prayer book Siddur 
Hegyon Leib, which changes '1l to t:l':i:n::i i:J1V, a change wholly consistent with the typical changes we 
have been discussing with regard to the medieval period (and that might be reasonably accurately 
translated as "heathen"). See Jakob Petuchowski, "From Censorship Prevention to Theological Re
form: A Study in the Modem Jewish Prayerbook," Studies in Modern Theology and Prayer, Jakob 
Petuchowski (Eds. Elizabeth R. Petuchowski and Aaron M. Petuchowski, Philadelphia: Jewish Publi
cation Society, 1998), p. 193. 

143 Kahn, pp. 9-10. 
144 Kahn, p. 12. 
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sponds to the earliest version found in the Talmud (b.Menach. 43b; also y.Ber. 9d and 

t.Ber. 6: 18), although editions of the Bavli often display the censorship that affected this 

blessing by using the phrasing "7~11+': ~J'f-'V,ip" ("who has made me an Israelite"; that is, a 

Jew). 145 This change was the most common means of emending the blessing, although 

there are medieval versions that either substitute another word for ~u or remove the bless-

ing altogether. The majority of known medieval Italian prayer books, for example, were 

censored, although this blessing was often censored by Jews before the Church mandated 

any changes. By contrast, the lines that were censored in the cA!einu (see below) were 

hardly ever removed by Jews on their own. 146 Because the variation in this blessing ap-

pears not to be the result of external pressure, both versions were accepted by the cen-

sors. 147 Indeed, medieval Jews often found that self-regulation and cooperating with the 

Church's censors were important means of ensuring that they would continue to have ac-

cess to rabbinic and post-rabbinic literature. 148 

There is a significant change in tone from a self-definition rooted in contradistinc-

tion to "the other" as compared to a positive, internally-defined identity. Although the 

negative version of this blessing remained normative, the existence of both versions 

speaks to the tension felt within the medieval Jewish community between a negative and 

a positive formulation of Jewish identity. 149 In general, the changes introduced by the cen-

sors sought to encourage the positive rather than the negative definition of Jewish identi-

145 Kahn, pp. 19-20. This variant has also been used in a number of Reform and Conservative liturgies 
throughout the years, although most Orthodox prayer books retain the traditional form. In many cases, 
both versions of this blessing were accepted by the censors. 

146 Kahn, pp. 72-76. 
147 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 164-65. 
148 Kahn, pp. 70-71. 
149 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 164-65. This tension persists within the Jewish community even today. 
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ty, 150 and while they attempted to de-emphasize vengeful aspirations they allowed "Jew-

ish uniqueness" to persist so long as it did not challenge the supremacy of the Church. 151 

The official relationship between Jewish communities and the Church described 

here also existed at the personal level (that is, between individual Jews and Christians). 

Often, the production of printed material was the focus of interactions between Christians 

and Jews, because of the large number of people involved in the process (editors/censors, 

typesetters, etc.) and because many Jewish texts were printed by non-Jews such as Daniel 

Bomberg. These interactions blurred the distinction between "'internal' cultural factors 

(that is to say, Jewish) and those considered as 'external' (and thus oppressive)."152 This 

is not to suggest that there were not tensions and divisions between Jews and Christians, 

because both sides certainly contributed to an environment of mistrust. However, we 

must maintain a more nuanced view of the impact of censorship on medieval texts in gen-

eral and Jewish literature particularly in order to properly evaluate and understand the 

processes at play in the revision of the liturgical texts we shall discuss below. 

3.1.3. Influences on Jewish prayer in nineteenth-century Germany 

The sort of change in attitude described above can be clearly seen in the liturgies 

of nineteenth-century Germany. For the most part, fear of censorship was not an issue for 

Jews in Germany at that time. 153 However, censorship was imposed on Jewish texts in 

Russia under Czar Nicholas I beginning in 1836. 154 It became a common practice for Or-

thodox prayer books published around this time, and intended for sale in Russia (such as 

1
'

0 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 127. 
151 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 154-55. 
152 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. I 02-3. 
153 Petuchowski, "From Censorship Prevention .. .," p. 198. 
154 Petuchowski, '~From Censorship Prevention ... ," p. 199. 
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Hirsch Edelmann's Siddur Hegyon Leib), to have glosses in the margins explaining away 

many of the seemingly difficult passages in the traditional Jewish liturgy. Jakob Petu-

chowski categorized the glosses found in Siddur Hegyon Leib as fitting into the following 

four categories: 

(a) Rejection of any invidious comparisons between Jews and non
Jews. 

(b) Denial of the existence of Jewish suffering at the present time. 
( c) Profession of patriotism and absolute loyalty to the 

government. 
( d) "Spiritualization" of the messianic hope. 155 

Petuchowski further notes that these elements are quite similar to the central concerns of 

the Jewish reformers of the era. However, Siddur Hegyon Leib was an Orthodox prayer 

book, and Edelmann's stated goal was to avoid censorship in those countries where it was 

in effect (such as Russia). 156 

Although both the traditionalists and the reformers may have had a more positive 

view towards non-Jews than their ancestors (see the discussion above as to one of the key 

means by which this came about), the manifestations of this attitude were very different. 

As reflected by Edelmann's prayer book, the traditionalists were more inclined to provide 

explanations for the liturgy than to change the text itself, while the reformers changed the 

prayers in response to the very attitudes expressed by the explanatory notes in the Ortho-

<lox prayer books. 157 Petuchowski concludes that "[t]he irony of the situation is that the 

overt philosophy inherent in the marginal glosses ultimately led to the deletion or reword-

ing, by the reformers, of the very phrases which the glosses were originally meant to 

safeguard."158 Furthermore, it is not clear that the fear of how non-Jews would react to the 

155 Petuchowski, HFrom Censorship Prevention ... ," p. I 96. 
156 Petuchowski, "Fron1 Censorship Prevention ... ," pp. 193, 197. 
157 Petuchowski, "From Censorship Prevention ... ," pp. 202-5. 
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Jewish liturgy necessitated the sort of self-censorship reflected in the nineteenth-century 

Reform liturgies; continued use of the traditional liturgy, with appropriate explanations 

for those unfamiliar with the cultural context of Jewish life, might not have been a barrier 

to the full acceptance into German society that the reformers sought. 159 This view reflects 

the underlying conflict apparent in the liturgical examples we will now examine; namely, 

how much change is necessary to gain acceptance by non-Jews and how much change is 

too much with regard to remaining faithful to Jewish tradition. 

3.2. Birkat Haminim 

The name of this prayer, Birkat Haminim (literally the blessing of the heretics or 

sectarians), is actually a misnomer; the text is actually a curse against the internal and ex-

temal enemies of the Jewish people. Unlike the other examples in this study, Birkat Ha-

minim is referred to in the Talmud and other rabbinic sources, and so is likely a much 

older prayer with a much longer history. Thus, there are a great number of variants in the 

text of this prayer, especially as reflected in the manuscript history available from the 

Cairo genizah and other sources. Because it is beyond our scope to thoroughly investigate 

all these variants, I will summarize the major groupings with an eye towards understand-

ing the themes and targets of the prayer that have made it problematic over the years. 

3.2.1. Difficulties with the traditional text 

Because of the great number of versions of Birkat Haminim, it is quite difficult to 

establish the traditional text of the prayer. Appendix B reproduces a chart from Uri 

Ehrlich and Ruth Langer's study of the early textual history, and summarizes the major 

158 Petuchowski, "From Censorship Prevention ... ," p. 205. 
159 Petuchowski, '4fron1 Censorship Prevention ... ," pp. 205-6. 
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groupings of manuscripts from JErets YisraJeil and Babylonia found in the Cairo ge-

nizah. Ehrlich and Langer hypothesize that variant 6 is the earliest of the texts, and that 

the versions oe Erets Yisra)eil came from it. Variant 6 is the version presented in Siddur 

Rav Sacdiah, and was probably used in many eastern communities even though it is no 

longer in use today. 160 

It appears that the other Babylonian variants arose from variant 2 of J Erets Yis-

raJ ei/. 161 As time progressed, it appears that the text was elaborated by expanding the lists 

of synonyms used (for example, "ipµri" became "1:nzm1 ipµri" and then "1:nzm1 ij?VI"l 

V'J::Jm"), a very typical characteristic of Jewish prayers. In addition, a passage aimed at 

the (external) enemies of the Jewish people was added, a change that was then reflected 

in the chatimah, where the earlier use of D'ViZJi ("evildoers") was changed to D':l'1N ("en-

emies"). 162 We can thus see that the prayer was originally aimed in part at the early 

Judeo-Christians, 163 and then later was expanded to include (and perhaps even focus on) 

the external enemies of the Jewish people. The antipathy towards those who had estab-

lished the divergent sect may very well have arisen because it is harder to accept those 

who abandon the group than those who were outside the group to begin with. 164 

Babylonian variant 5 is the one of most interest to us, as its arrangement is the 

same as that found in Seder Rav cAmram and all of the European rites. 165 Because the 

160 Uri Ehrlich and Ruth Langer, "The Earliest Texts of the Birkat Haminim," HUC Annual 76 (2005), pp. 
77-78. 

161 Ehrlich and Langer, p. 76. 
162 Ehrlich and Langer, pp. 72-75. 
163 Those Jewish followers of Jesus who were initially a sect of Judaism before the differences became so 

great that Christianity emerged as a separate religion. The prayer was probably also aimed at gnostic 
sectarians, the minim who the Sages discuss most in tannaitic and amoraic literature. 

164 Reuven Hammer, Entering Jewish Prayer: A Guide to Personal Devotion and the Worship Service 
(New York: Shocken Books, 1994), p. 178. 

165 Ehrlich and Langer, pp. 76-77. 
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pre-censorship European versions of the prayer vary only in minor details of wording, 

and not in their structure or in the references they make, 166 we will use this version as the 

base for our discussion. The text is thus as follows: 167 

For the apostates let there be no hope 

and let all the heretics vanish in an instant 

and all the enemies of Your people speed
ily be cut off 

and the kingdom of arrogance may You 
speedily uproot and shatter in our days. 

Blessed are You, 0 Lord, who breaks ene
mies and subdues the arrogant. 

Hence, we can discern four targets of the curses contained here: 

• The t:J'iD1iVD. These were apostates, Jews who had converted to Christianity (or 
Islam). 168 

• The t:J'J'D. In rabbinic times this term probably referred to those adherents of the 
Judeo-Christian sect, 169 but in medieval Europe this referred to Christians. 170 In 
all of the genizah texts from JErets YisraJe;/, as well as in most of the Babylon
ian ones, the phrase reads t:J'J'Dil1 t:J',~Jil1 (the Christians and the sectarians). The 
initial understanding of t:J'J'D as "heretics" is reinforced by the use of the He
brew ptm1j?'!J~ (the usual rabbinic term for heretics) in place of t:J'J'D in at least 
some versions of the Mishneh Torah. 171 

• The t:J':l'1N. This refers to the enemies of the Jewish people. 

• 11iT m:hD. The "kingdom of arrogance" probably referred to the oppressive civil 
government, initially the Roman Empire, then the Byzantine Christian Roman 
Empire, and then the medieval Christian authorities. 

166 Ehrlich and Langer, pp. 82-84. 
167 Ehrlich and Langer, pp. 72-73. Translation mine. 
16s Karff, p. 34. 
169 Karff, p. 34. 
170 Ehrlich and Langer, p. 82. The shift in meaning is perhaps reflected in the fact that almost all of the 

manuscripts include "t::i'J'IJl Cl'i~J" (Christians and sectarians) together. See Ehrlich and Langer, pp. 
78-79. 

171 Sefer Ahavah, p. 76. 
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As we might expect, the explicit references to Christians and to the ruling powers 

would not sit well with the medieval censors. However, some of the changes usually 

attributed to external censorship (such as replacing Cl'i1J1\Vr.l with Cl'J'wZ,r.i, "slanderers") 

were made in most prayer books even before censorship was established, reflecting acer-

tain Jewish sensitivity to maintaining good relations with their neighbors even in the ab-

sence of the enforcement of correct doctrine. 172 An example of the effects of medieval 

censorship can be seen in the manuscript versions of Machzor Vitry, where essentially all 

of the offending nouns have been removed except for 1r.iv ':1'1~. 173 

The cumulative effects of censorship and editing of this prayer over the past cen-

turies can be seen by comparing the above version with the text found in Bimbaum: 174 

,pvn ;i,;ir.i p1r m:JZ,r.n 
U'r.l':l ,:::iwm 

t:i':l'1~ ,:::i1w " ;in~ 11,:::i 
Cl'iT V'DIJ1 

172 Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 163-64. 

,,:;;iwi;n ,i?.llI;l il"'JiJI? t:i'1E11 
,u'9;:;i il"')iJl?:;i ll'PDl ,~QI;l~ 

t:i':;i~~ ,~;U) .;~ ,ilr;i~ 1~,~ 

· t:i'!I ll'P Q~ 

For the slanderers let there be 
no hope, 

and let all evil vanish in an 
instant, 

and all Your enemies speedily 
be cut off; 

the arrogant may You speedi
ly uproot and shatter, and may 
You overthrow and subdue 
them speedily in our days. 

Blessed are You, 0 Lord, 
who breaks enemies and sub
dues the arrogant. 

173 Yaakov Y. Teppler, Birkat haMinim: Jews and Christians in Conflict in the Ancient World (Trans. Su
san Weingarten, Tiibingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), p. 372. 

174 Birnbaum, HaSiddur HaShalem, p. 87. The translation is mine, ofBirnbaum's Hebrew text. 
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For each of the four targets mentioned above, there has been a substitution: t:l'J'W17D for 

t:l'iD1\VD, i1V\V, (evil)175 for t:l'J'D, T:l'1N (Your [that is, God's] enemies) for 1r:iv ':l'1N (that 

is, Israel's enemies), and t:l'iT (the arrogant) for piT m::hr:i. In each case, a more neutral 

term has replaced the more pointed terms in the original text. 

3.2.2. Changes arising in the Reform tradition 

The usual Reform approach to the problems presented by Birkat Haminim has 

been to omit it from the liturgy altogether. Indeed, except for Geiger (the most creative of 

the nineteenth-century Reform liturgists with regard to handling the Hebrew text), this is 

the route taken by all of the nineteenth-century European liturgies in this study,176 as well 

as most of the American liturgies. Geiger provides the following version in his 1854 

prayer book: 177 

vn.:P i1V,1.p'"FT17'.?l i11i?D 'i'.JI;i-17~ nui.p7Q?l 
i1l;l~ l~,:;i JJ'9;:;i ;i·v::i9:;i >-''PD 1ii!;:q i~Nn 

:1iiFJ >-''PQ~ ;iv,i.p1;:i ,~;,v ;~ 

And for slander let there be no hope and 
let all evil vanish in an instant and arro
gance be subdued speedily in our days. 
Blessed are You, 0 Lord, who breaks evil 
and subdues arrogance. 

The two obvious elements of Geiger's adaptation are that it is shorter than the traditional 

version, and that all the references have been abstracted ("slander" instead of "slander-

ers," "evil" instead of "evildoers," etc.). Certainly this has the effect of universalizing the 

message of the prayer, because it is not aimed at any group of people but rather at the ab-

stract notions of wickedness that all religion seeks to subdue. However, the abstraction of 

this prayer breaks the parallel imagery between the traditional text of Birkat Haminim 

175 See the discussion of Geiger's changes below. 
176 The 1819 Hamburg prayer book only included Shabbat services in any case. 
177 Abraham Geiger, ed., lsraelitisches Gebetbuchfiir den offentlichen Gottesdient im ganzen Jahre (Bres

lau, 1854), p. 42. The translation of the Hebrew text is mine. 
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and Birkat Hatsadikim, the following blessing. In the traditional versions, Birkat Ham in-

im curses those who detract from Judaism, while Birkat Hatsadikim praises the righteous 

ones who enhance it (especially converts, who are in some sense the opposite of the 

heretics or apostates who have abandoned Judaism). 178 

Geiger's 1870 prayer book provides a similar version: 179 

i:;i~n ;i·v:ir? ;i31i.p-i;:i-?;:i1 i:i1i.p: ~r?,~ o'v.in;:q 
VW) i:;iii.V :~ ilf;l~ 111~ .u'9::;i ll'PD 1i1!Dl 

:1i1! ll'P r;n 

And let those who have strayed return to 
You180 and let all evil speedily vanish and 
arrogance be subdued in our days. Blessed 
are You, 0 Lord, who breaks evil and 
subdues arrogance. 

Aside from some minor grammatical differences and a slight rearranging of the words of 

the prayer, the only significant difference as compared to the 1854 version is the opening, 

which once again refers to people inst_ead of abstract notions. However, the noun 0'3)m 

("transgressors") is neutral in the sense that it does not have an historical association with 

Birkat Haminim itself 81 (as do O'J'W7r.i ,O'J'r.l, etc.) and so can refer to the general catego-

ry of wrongdoers without arousing the tensions associated with the specific terms. In ad-

dition, the prayer asks for the transgressors to return to God, rather than being wiped out. 

This idea is certainly prominent in the Jewish emphasis on t 'shuvah, and is more palat-

able than a call to destroy one's enemies. In neither the 1854 nor the 1870 prayer book 

does Geiger provide a full German translation of blessings 7 through 15 of the cAmidah; 

rather he provides an interpretive paraphrase of the entire series in a single paragraph (the 

178 Hammer, p. 179. 
179 Abraham Geiger, ed., lsraelitisches Gebetbuchfiir den o.ffentlichen Gottesdient im ganzen Jahre 

(Berlin, 1870), vol. 1, p. 22. The translation of the Hebrew text is mine. 
180 This phrase is adapted from the traditional Havineinu, an abbreviated text that may be said in place of 

the intermediate blessings of the cAmidah when one is not able to recite the full text. The original 
phrase, however, is 11.)!l1V' 1mrr ~>' D'))1\)i11 ("May those who have strayed be judged according to Your 
wisdom"). 

m As mentioned above, the historical association (at least liturgically) is with Havineinu. 
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text is identical in both editions). The portion relevant to our study reads, "Hasten the 

coming of your kingdom ... when evil, enmity, etc. shall disappear" 182 

In terms of the American prayer books, Merzbacher, Wise, and Einhorn all omit 

Birkat Haminim. The first Union Prayer Book (UPB), published in 1892, provides a sin-

gle English reading combining the themes of the intermediate blessings, including the 

call to "let the reign of wickedness vanish like smoke and all dwellers on earth recognize 

Thee alone as their King. May every prejudice and injustice against Israel, Thy people, 

disappear and all Thy children be united in a covenant of peace and love."183 The exhorta-

tion to end "prejudice and injustice" against Jews, while timely then as now, certainly de-

tracts from the universalistic tone the Reform liturgy generally sought to set. (That phrase 

was deleted from the 1895 UPB, while the rest of the passage quoted above remains the 

same. 184
) It should be noted that "the reign of wickedness," taken from the traditional text 

of the prayer, has the resonance of a call to overthrow an oppressive government. In late 

antiquity and in the Byzantine era, this would have been Rome, but subsequently this 

would have been understood as any government that oppresses Jews. 185 While this 

connection would not be apparent without being familiar with the traditional liturgy, it is 

still a less universal phrasing than is found in Geiger's versions of this prayer. 

The 1918 Revised edition of the UPB, 186 the 1940 Newly Revised edition, 187 and 

182 Gem1an translation courtesy of Dr. Richard Sarason. 
183 Central Conference of American Rabbis, ?Ni11J' m?nn Union Prayer Book (Cincinnati, 1892), pp. 

166-67. 
184 Central Conference of American Rabbis, ?Ni11J' m?nn iiO The Union Prayer-Book for Jewish Wor

ship, Part I (Cincinnati, 1895), p. 275. 
185 In the 1890s, the Russian Empire still qualified as such an oppressive regime, but the editors of the 

Union Prayer Book probably understood this phrase in a more abstract way. 
186 Central Conference of American Rabbis, ?Ni11J' m?nn iiO The Union Prayerbook for Jewish Worship, 

Part I (Rev. ed., Cincinnati, 1918), pp. 296-97. 
187 Central Conference of American Rabbis, ?Ni11J' m?nn 1i0 The Union Prayerbook for Jewish Worship, 

Part I (Newly rev. ed., New York, 1940), pp. 322-23. The English translation includes the phrase "Let 
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Gates of Prayer188 all omitted Birkat Haminim entirely from their daily services. The 

prayer was restored, however, in the 1994 gender-neutral edition of Gates of Prayer for 

Shabbat and Weekdays, and retained in a slightly abbreviated form in Mishkan T'filah. 

This version of Birkat Haminim is based on Geiger's text: 189 

,~:J~o/; -;p7~ o~v.in01 ,i11i?D ~;:ir;i ~~ i1V,o/l?l 
,~;1Z) ,;~ i1T;1~ 1~,;i .,~wr;i i1""FJ7? 7;,! m:J?Q~ 

·fl~i) 19 VW) 

And for wickedness, let there be no hope, 
and may all the errant return to You, and 
may the realm of wickedness be shattered. 
Blessed are You, Adonai, whose will it is 
that the wicked vanish from the earth. 

There is one critical difference in the Hebrew text, and one in the translation, that distin-

guish this version from Geiger's. The first difference is the use of the phrase 71,T m:J~TJ, 

with its resonance to the traditional liturgy as discussed above with regard to the first edi-

tions of the UPB. The second difference is the translation "that the wicked vanish from 

the earth," which is inaccurate 190 as well as obviating the attempt to focus on t 'shuvah 

rather than vengeance. This reflects ongoing ambivalence about Birkat Haminim. While 

the historical prayer was aimed at certain groups such as Jewish apostates or the oppres-

sors of Jews, it is not incompatible with a modem reading as a call to root out evil from 

the world. The latter view finds support in a story about Rabbi Meir from the Talmud, 

wherein he prays for the death of some thugs who were making trouble for him. Beruriah, 

his wife, admonishes him to pray for them to repent rather than that they should die. 191 At 

the very least, our prayers should be ideologically consistent on this point. 

wickedness and hatred cease," but the Hebrew does not include any reference to Birkat Haminim. 
188 Chaim Stern, ed., i1?!m 'iVW Gates of Prayer: The New Union Prayerbook (New York: Central Con

ference of American Rabbis, 1975), p. 41. 
189 Elyse D. Frishman, ed., i1?!m pwD Mishkan T'Filah: A Reform Siddur (New York: Central Confer

ence of American Rabbis, 2007. p. 88. The translation is that found in Mishkan Tjilah. 
190 VI¥"'). means "evil" or "wickedness"; Vo/"') (note the difference in the vowels) means "an evil person." 
191 b.Ber. lOa. This example is also cited in Hammer, p. 183. 
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3.3. The cAleinu 

The cA!einu has been said at the end of all three daily services since no later than 

the year 1300, although it originally was part of the Rosh Hashanah liturgy where it in-

traduced the Malkhuyot verses. That setting emphasized the theme of the messianic ideal 

of a united humanity serving the one God. 192 We cannot be certain when the text of the 

cA!einu was written; it is almost certainly not of ancient origin and is not mentioned in 

the Talmud or any of the other rabbinic sources. 193 Stylistically, the cA!einu is apiyyut 

with meter but not rhyme, and is in this regard comparable to the introductions to the 

Zikhronot and Shofarot verses. The cA!einu likely antedates the sixth or seventh century, 

when piyyutim became more elaborate. 

The text of the cA!einu found in Seder Rav cAmram is virtually identical to the 

traditional text we have today: 194 

2 

3 

?:::iil p1N7 n::iuh u•?v 

.n'WNi::i ,~,.7 i1?11.l nn? 

m~iNil "1.l:::l UNWV N7W 

.ilD1Nil mm:iwo:::i UDW N71 

tlil:::l up?n t:JW N7W 

.t:JJmil ?:::i:::i u7i1.l1 

It is our duty to praise the Lord of all, 
to attribute greatness to the Fashioner of 
Creation. 

Who has not made us as the peoples of 
the [various] lands and has not ordained 
[our lot] as the families of the earth. 

Who has not assigned our portion as 
theirs and our destiny as all their host. 

192 Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy A Comprehensive History (Trans. Raymond P. Scheindlin, Philadel
phia: Jewish Publication Society, 1993), p. 71. 

193 Elbogen, p. 119. 
194 Goldschmidt, pp. 141-42. Translation mine. Except for a few inconsequential differences, this version 

also appears m Israel Davidson, Simcha Assaf, and Issachar Joel, eds., )HU it'i))O :n i1i0 Siddur Rav 
Sacdiah Ga::Jon (Jerusalem: Mekitsei Nirdamim, 1941 ), p. 221. Note that this is the first paragraph of 
the cA/einu, to which we will limit our discussion because it adequately illustrates the difficulty with 
the traditional text and the changes that have been made over the years. 
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4 P',1 l;:::i;il; t:J'mmzm o;iw 
.3]'W1' ~b l;N l;N t:J'l;l;!lnm 

5 t:J'mnwm t:J'V,1J 196UN1 
.N1il 11,:::i w1,p;i t:J':::il;o;i ':::il;o 11;0 'J!Jl; 

6 f,N ,01'1 t:J'DW il'OU N1il\V 
'il:::il:::i nv nr:::iw1 l;voo t:J'Dw:::i 1,p, :::iwm1 

.t:J'D1,D 

7 198.,nN ,1V rN1 1J'ill;N N1il 
.ml;n O!JN1 u:::il;o noN 

For they bow down to emptiness and 
vanity and pray to a god who does not 
save. 195 

But we bend the knee and bow down197 

before the King over the king of kings, 
the Holy One blessed be He. 

For He spreads out the heavens and es
tablishes the earth; the dwelling of His 
glory is in the heavens above, and the 
presence of His might at the elevated 
heights. 

He is our God and there is no other be
sides [Him]. In truth [He is] our King 
and there is none apart from [Him]. 

59 

8 1:::i:::il; l;N m:::iwm t:J1'il nv,'1 m,m:::i :::im:::i:::i 
f,Nil l;v1 l;voo t:J'DW:l t:J'ill;Nil N1il 'il 'J 

.i1V rN nnno 

As it is written in His teaching,199 "Know 
this day and return to your heart for the 
Lord, He is God in the heavens above 
and on the earth below there is no other. 

As we can see, this text itself is not really a prayer in the sense of petition (it is actually 

the introduction to the subsequent prayer), but rather a statement of faith in the One eter-

nal God.200 The general problem here arises in that the cA!einu "[singles] out the people 

Israel for a special covenant and witness."201 This concept has proven problematic in Jew-

ish relations with non-Jews, both because of the perception on the part of non-Jews that 

Jews are arrogant and because of the self-image of Jews as superior to other peoples. Tra-

195 This line is not in Birnbaum, HaSiddur HaShalem (pp. 135-36); see below regarding the censorship of 
this line in particular. 

196 Most of the Hebrew versions print 1JnJN1; the difference is merely stylistic. 
197 Today's text adds the word "t:l'i1r.11" (and render acknowledgement) here. See Birnbaum, HaSiddur 

HaShalem, pp. 135-36; this is also found in Machzor Vitry (see below). 
198 Birnbaum does not have the word "inN" (besides [Him]) here, nor the vav before the word J'N. 
199 Deuteronomy 4:39 
200 Hammer, p. 207. 
201 Karff, p. 34. 
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ditionally, the special duty and position of Jews is seen as arising from God's gift of 

Torah, which was not given to the other peoples. Hence, Jews have God as their portion, 

while the other peoples have only "emptiness and vanity."202 cAleinu is furthermore a re-

minder of God's unity, and therefore a suitable conclusion to our prayers to God. 203 

The particular problem with the cAleinu arises in line 4, which goes beyond stat-

ing that Israel is set apart from the other nations (as discussed above, this by itself was 

not necessarily problematic to the medieval Church) to denigrating the gods of those oth-

er nations as "emptiness and vanity." One outdated theory has been to interpret this as a 

statement against idolatry, possibly dating to the Maccabean era. This interpretation is 

clearly apologetic, because there is significant evidence that the text of the cAleinu is not 

that early. As a statement against idolatry, the Creation imagery then becomes a state-

ment against idolizing the elements of Creation rather than the Creator. Although the text 

is not specifically aimed at Christianity in this interpretation, it can undoubtedly be under-

stood that way.204 Certainly, if the text is later (Byzantine, for example), then it likely is 

directed against Christianity (even if not exclusively). However, it is clear that medieval 

European Jews understood this passage as an expression of hostility towards Christianity 

(and possibly Islam).205 For example, in the Siddur Chasidei Ashkenaz we find the follow-

ing comment on the phrase "For they bow down to emptiness and vanity": 206 

202 Moshe Hershler, ed., ;iot,w 1J::li i110 Siddur of R. Solomon b. Samson of Garmaise [Worms}, including 
the Siddur of the Chasidei Ashkenaz (Jerusalem, 1971), p. 213. 

203 Hershler, Siddur, p. 124. 
:!o

4 Hammer, pp. 207-8. Even Jakob Petuchowski falls into this trap, basing his opinion on nineteenth-cen
tury German sources that would clearly have been motivated by an apologetic attitude, as we shall 
demonstrate. See Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, pp. 299-300. 

205 Karff, pp. 34-35. 
206 Hershler, Siddur, pp. 124-25. 
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.1'1m~ mv-o~ mmN;i Pi'nvw ,[1w'] ~v mi 
. [ 1'1V'] 'r.:rl [ j?'11] 

An allusion to [Jesus], for in the future207 

the nations would mistakenly follow after 
him. [Vanity] is gematria for [Jesus].208 

A footnote points out that the original manuscript contains erasures, which have been 

filled in here. The given emendations make perfect sense, and in particular the idea of 

idolatry does not fit because of the use of "follow after him" and because of the stated nu-

merical equivalence. Based on this evidence, and our earlier discussion of the apologetic 

tendency of some modem scholars in the light of medieval censorship, it seems quite 

likely that these lines were originally intended to refer to Christianity. 

3.3.1. Medieval changes to the cA/einu 

Based on the informing of a Jewish convert against the Jewish community around 

the year 1400, line 4 from Rav cAmram 's version of the cA/einu was frequently censored 

in medieval prayer books.209 Generally, this took the form ofremoving the line altogether, 

but blank space was often left in its stead. This not only made it obvious that a part of the 

text was missing, but did so "in a way that reminds the reader of the eliminated content 

and even exaggerates its importance."210 We find this exact change in Machzor Vitry, the 

cA/einu from which is otherwise virtually identical to that found in Seder Rav cAmram.211 

Another example of an altered medieval text of this line is found in the Italian rite, which 

shifted the sense to the past and explicitly referred to idol worship, as follows: 212 

207 Siddur Chasidei Ashkenaz (Hershler, Siddur, p. 124) attributes cA!einu to the biblical Joshua, who was 
supposed to have recited it when seeing the idols of the other peoples at Jericho. 

208 Both j?'i1and1111' (the Hebrew for Jesus) total 316 when the numerical values of the letters are added 
up. 

209 Elbogen, pp. 71-72. 
210 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 164. 
211 Hurwitz, p. 75. The only other significant changes are the addition of the word t:l'111:l1 in line 5, as noted 

above, and the changing of1mm:::i to imm:::i in line 8. 
212 Abraham Z. Idelsohn, Jewish Liturgy and Its Development (New York: Henry Holt, 1932), p. 316. 
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~7 7~ 7~ 0'7'!n1m 0,7,7~7 o'mrnvr.i 1'i1iZJ 

V'iZJ1' 

Who used to bow down to idols and pray 
to a god who does not save. 

The cAleinu continued to attract attention even in early modem Europe. At the be-

ginning of the eighteenth century, a study of the matter in Prussia resulted in an edict re-

garding the cAleinu issued on 28 August 1703 "that [the Jews] must eliminate certain 

words, not spit, and not hop during its recitation."213 The edict also required that the 

cAleinu be recited audibly214 and provided for government officials to be in the synagogue 

to enforce the edict.215 These prohibitions remained in effect until Emancipation; Fred-

erick II's 1750 charter for the Prussian Jews provides for Jewish religious autonomy 

on the condition that they must always refrain, under penalty of 
death and complete expulsion of the entire Jewry from Berlin and 
our other cities, from such abuses as the Jewish prayer which be
gins Alenu etc., as has already been emphatically decreed in detail 
in the edicts of 1703 and 1716.216 

From these examples, we can see how the changes to the cAleinu arose from the 

medieval sensibilities discussed earlier. However, we also know that most Ashkenazi Or-

thodox prayer books even until today have omitted the line that was censored.217 The 

prayer was never censored in non-Christian countries, and remains intact in non-Ashke-

213 Elbogen, p. 72. There was a custom, that has persisted even to today, of spitting on the floor when say
ing the words "emptiness and vanity," because i'! (emptiness) sounds like j?ii (spittle). 

214 So that the recitation could be n1onitored to insure that the required words were omitted. In terms of 
traditional practice, there seems to be a disagreement as to how cAleinu was to be recited. Machzor Vit
ry (Hurwitz, p. 75; siman 99) and Siddur Rashi (Buber and Freimann, p. 21 O; siman 419) indicate that 
it should be recited wnf;i::i ("quietly"), while Sefer Kol-Bo (siman 70) indicates that the entire congrega
tion recites it Oi f;i1j?::i ("in full voice"). 

215 Elbogen, p. 72. 
216 Jacob Rader Marcus, The Jew in the Medieval World: A Source Book: 315-1791 (Rev. ed., Cincinnati: 

Hebrew Union College Press, 1999), pp. 107-8. 
217 Nasson Scherman, ed., TJ:::>1ZJN no1J :01f;i11J n:i;iN 1110 The Complete ArtScroll Siddur: Nusach Ashkenaz 

(2nd ed., Brooklyn, NY: Mesorah Publications. 1987), p. 158, has restored this line, albeit in parenthe
ses. Shlomo Tai, ed., TJ:::l1ZJN no1J :f;iNi1ZJ' mi i1i0 Siddur Rina! Yisrael: Nusach Ashkenaz (Jerusalem, 
Israel: HotsaJat Moreshet, 1983 ), p. 101, has brought it back as well. However, as noted above, Birn
baum does not include it. 
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nazi prayer books. The fact that this line was not restored even when Jewish texts were 

no longer censored tells us that Jews as well as Christians were uncomfortable with the 

sentiments expressed in the original text. Hence, we have here an example of how censor-

ship has not only arisen from a particular set of sensibilities, but also has served to shape 

those sensibilities over time. That is, while Jews originally may have been comfortable 

denigrating Christianity during the recitation of the cAleinu, once the offending line was 

removed and the cultural context changed to accommodate this change, the attitude of 

Jews towards the cAleinu and its message changed as well.218 

3.3.2. Changes to the cA!einu in the Reform tradition 

More than with either Birkat Haminim or with Kol Nidrei, there has been a great 

deal of variation in how Reform liturgists have approached the cAleinu. In large part, this 

is because none of the Reform liturgies completely did away with the cAleinu, but rather 

edited it so as to avoid the difficulty of overt Jewish particularism (especially in lines 2 

and 3 from above).219 As we shall see, there is variation in approach as to whether the He-

brew text and/or the English text is altered, and whether the Hebrew and English versions 

(in those books with both) match up to each other. 

Of the nineteenth-century prayer books in this study, the Hamburg prayer books 

are the only ones that use the traditional text of the cAleinu (without the "emptiness and 

vanity" line, of course). In both the 1819 and 1841 editions, the original usage of the 

218 Raz-Krakotzkin, p. 164. 
219 None of the Reform liturgies in this study include the line "For they bow down to emptiness and vani

ty ... " The liturgies from the Reformed Society oflsraelites in Charleston, SC, however, do include the 
translation of the full version of the cAleinu, including this line. This is because of the Sephardi liturgi
cal origins of the Charleston group (as mentioned above, the Sephardi version of the liturgy was not 
censored as was the Ashkenazi version, and so retained this line). 
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cAleinu is retained, in that it only appears in the Musa/ service for Rosh Hashanah,220 but 

does not appear as a concluding prayer for any of the services. While the Hebrew is the 

same in both volumes, the German translation (here presented in English as translated by 

Jakob Petuchowski) contains a key difference. The translation of lines 2 and 3 from the 

German reads, "He hath not made us like unto many of the peoples of the earth, and hath 

not commingled us with the heathen tribes. Our destiny is not like unto theirs, nor our 

portion like unto that of their great multitude."221 The key differences between this ver-

sion and the Hebrew text are in the qualification "many of the peoples" and in the in-

troduction of the "heathen tribes" here. The effect is that, rather than describing Jewish 

separation from their Christian neighbors, the passage now serves to state that Jews are 

distinguished from the heathens, hence neutralizing the concern over particularism.222 The 

1841 version, however, hews more closely to the original Hebrew, stating" ... that He did 

not let us become like unto the peoples of the lands, and that He did not make us like unto 

those tribes of the earth; that He did not make our portion equal unto theirs, nor our des-

tiny like unto that of their great multitude."223 While this retains the use of the word 

"tribes," the distinction of "heathens" is gone. It is also significant that the German and 

the Hebrew are more closely aligned, so that the message received by those praying in 

Hebrew (that is, the Jewish congregants) and those reading the German translation (in-

eluding the non-Jewish visitors as well as some of the Jewish congregants) is the same. 

220 S. I. Frankel and M. I. Bresselau, eds., Ordnung der o.ffentlichen ... Nach den Gebrauche des Neuen
Tempel-Vereins in Hamburg (Hamburg, 1819), pp. 106-7; Gebetbuch ... nach dem Gebrauch des Neuen 
lsraelitschen Tempels in Hamburg (2nd ed., Hamburg, 1841), pp. 162-63. 

221 Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 301. 
222 See the above discussion about this issue with regard to censorship, and in particular the note regarding 

Bimbaum's translation of the blessing "'il 'JWJ? Ni,\?,i." 
223 Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 301. 
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The remainder of the nineteenth-century liturgies we will examine made modifi-

cations to the Hebrew text of the cAleinu in order to alleviate the problems presented by 

lines 2 and 3. The 1841 West London Forms of Prayerreplaces lines 3, 4, and 5 with: 224 

o':;i?ip;:i '~7o 1?9 'J-?? D'1QDiVO m;iJ~ p-~l.? 
Nii11n;i iZliij?;:J 

who hath chosen us from amongst all peo
ple and hath given us his Law. 

Therefore we humble ourselves before the 
supreme King of kings! the holy and 
blessed One, 

We can see here that the translation is faithful to the modified Hebrew text. While the 

idea of "chosenness" is not eliminated here, it is not repeated as it is in the original. Fur-

thermore, the idea of chosenness is specifically and explicitly tied to the giving of the 

Torah, which is less problematic than the idea that the destiny of the Jewish people is 

somehow different from that of other peoples. In addition, the change from UT;JJ~1 to p-~l.? 

UT;JJ~ eliminates the disjunction because of the deleted line, and the repetition of bending 

the knee and bowing and rendering acknowledgement has been eliminated. 

Geiger's creativity is on display with his handling of the cA/einu as in other 

places. In his 1854 prayer book, he provides the following in place of lines 2 and 3 :125 

ClI'lN n1:l1 iJi;ll-nN Cll]'iii11 U'ni:lN~ i1~lJiV , · -, , , ... ;n1;n u~'i:ifo1 i'n'1~~r,~ who revealed to our ancestors and made 
known to them His will, and established 
with them His covenant, and bequeathed 
to us His Torah. 

Like the West London version, Geiger connects the idea of Jewish particularism to the 

giving of the Torah. However, he also adds in mention of the covenant, which is a more 

224 David W. Marks, ed., Forms of Prayer Used in the West London Synagogue of British Jews (London, 
1841-43), vol. 1, p. 25. The translation is from here as well. 

225 Geiger, 1854, pp. 61-62. The translation of the Hebrew text is mine. 
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concrete reference than we find in the original text but also maintains the idea of Jews as 

a people set apart. This is certainly a more traditional view of the relationship between 

Jews and non-Jews than we will see in the later (American) liturgies. 

Geiger's 1870 prayer book presents a different Hebrew text: 226 

i~i'7 :-i?1~ nn.7 ~:i;:i ?ii~? o;P.P? u''.zl? 
n'w~1::i 

We, who acknowledge His Unity and are 
called to dedicate ourselves to His Name 
and to His service, we, in particular, are 
obligated to praise the Lord of the Uni
verse, and to proclaim the greatness of the 
world's Creator. .. 

While the German translation is fairly close to the Hebrew, there is one particular differ-

ence that I wish to mention. Geiger's version is rooted in human choice to "acknowledge 

His Unity" rather than God "[making] our portion to unify His name," a more accurate 

rendering of the Hebrew. In either case, though, the emphasis on God's unity carries a 

certain resonance when contrasted with the Christian concept of the Trinity. While both 

Christians and Jews believe in one God, the mention here of God's unity must have 

served to emphasize the theological difference between the religions. This will contrast 

with the early American Reform liturgies, which all sought to downplay such divisions 

and emphasize the universality of Judaism. 

One of the most influential of the nineteenth-century Reform liturgists, especially 

for American Reform, was Leo Merzbacher. His Hebrew version of the cA/einu, for 

example, is still in use today in Mishkan T'filah, the newest American Reform siddur. In-

stead of altering lines 2 and 3 in the traditional text of the cA/einu, Merzbacher replaced 

them with line 6 and the first half of line 7, as follows: 227 

226 Geiger, 1870, vol. 1, p. 39. The translation of Geiger's German text is from Petuchowski, Prayerbook 
Reform, p. 303. 

227 Leo Merzbacher, ed., The Order of Prayer for Divine Service (New York, 1855), vol. 1, pp. 24-25. In 
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o~oiio ~il:::i.l:i. ;;p m~:nz>~ 
• : •• : T : '•. - • : 

It is peculiarly our duty to praise the Lord 
of all; 

to ascribe greatness to him who formed 
the world in the beginning; 

he who stretched out the heavens, and laid 
the foundations of the earth; 

the residence of whose glory is in the 
heavens above; 

and the divine majesty of whose power is 
in the highest heavens. 

He is our God, and there is no other! 

Cong. Thus we bend knee and prostrate 
ourselves 

before the Supreme King of kings, 

the holy and blessed one! 

Merzbacher's text then continues with the second half of line 7 and line 8 from the tradi-

tional text. In this version, the element of particularism has been completely removed, 

and the element of one, universal God of Creation is brought to the fore. While the text is 

entirely taken from the traditional version of the cA!einu, and we could argue that the 

change to the text is relatively minor, the theological impact is tremendous. As evidenced 

by its widespread228 and continued use, it is clear that Merzbacher's cA!einu has contin-

ued to find favor with Reform Jews both poetically and ideologically. 

addition to the textual changes, Merzbacher also labeled the rubric as "Adoration" (i1'1nn1Vi1 in the He
brew), a practice that would be retained through all the editions of the old Union Prayer Book. 

ns For example, Isaac Mayer Wise used this version of the cA!einu in his 1857 Minhag Amerika; although 
Wise's translation was different, it is still a faithful rendering of the Hebrew. See Wise, Kalisch, and 
Rothenheim, p. 37 in the Hebrew volume; pp. 31-32 in the English volume. 
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Another influential early American Reform liturgy was David Einhorn's Olat 

Tamid, presented here via Bernard Felsenthal's 1872 translation. Although the passage he 

presents covers both paragraphs of the traditional cA!einu, we will only examine the por-

tion corresponding to the first paragraph, as we have been doing throughout this section. 

Einhorn deletes the Hebrew text of the cA!einu entirely, and paraphrases it in German. 

Felsenthal's translation is as follows: 

It behooves us to praise the Lord of the universe, to glorify the 
Creator of the world, who has delivered us from the darkness of 
false belief, and sent us the pure light of his revelation. We bow 
before him, the King of kings, the Most-holy, who has built heav
en, and founded earth. He alone is our God, none besides. Thus 
speaks the Holy Writ: Recognize it, and ponder it in thy heart, that 
the Eternal is God in heaven above as on earth below, and none 
besides. 229 

In this version, Einhorn and Felsenthal have made three significant changes to the text of 

the cA!einu. The first is replacing lines 2 and 3 with the universal vision of "who has de-

livered us from the darkness of false belief, and sent us the pure light of his revelation." 

By not mentioning Torah here, or even service to God, this text completely eliminates 

any vestige of particularism. The second emendation is the abbreviation of line 5, just as 

we saw in the 1841 West London liturgy. The final change is the elimination of the sec-

ond halves of lines 6 and 7, which remove the most anthropomorphic sections of the text. 

That is, we acknowledge God as Creator but not as King, and we do not address God's 

dwelling place in any way. This is certainly in keeping with the rationalist mindset asso-

ciated with nineteenth-century Reform, especially with the radical wing of which Einhorn 

was a leading exponent. 

229 Bernard Felsenthal, trans. and ed., Book of Prayers for lsraelitish Congregations (New York, 1872), 
Trans. of David Einhorn, ed., i'Dn n',p Gebetbuchfor lsraelitische Reform-Gemeinden (Baltimore and 
New York, 1858), pp. 41-42. 



Vernacular Prayer in the Jewish and Roman Catholic Traditions 69 

Now that we have examined some of the earliest Reform versions of the cA!einu, 

let us turn to the evolution of the text in the American Reform movement. The 1892 UPB 

contains three distinct versions of the cA!einu, although the cA!einu does not appear in 

every service.230 The cA!einu is essentially the same in the daily evening service as in the 

first Shabbat evening service, the first part of which is a slight reworking of the Einhorn/ 

Felsenthal version discussed above. 231 The only significant change is that the phrase "pure 

light of his revelation" is changed to "light of His truth."232 Line 5 from the traditional 

text233 is presented in Hebrew (the only Hebrew in this version of the cA!einu) as well as 

transliteration, and translated as "We bow the head and bend the knee before the Ruler of 

the universe, and bless His holy name!"234 The text concludes with a translation of the 

second half of line 7 and of line 8 (hence eliminating line 6 and the first half of line 7). 

However, instead of referring to God as "our King," the version here contains "our Fa-

ther, our God, our Helper."235 The effect of these changes is to eliminate any mention of 

particularism or chosenness. In addition, the Creation imagery is reduced, only occurring 

at the beginning and at the end of the reading. The emphasis here is entirely on the uni-

versal God as the source of eternal truth. 

This emphasis is taken even further in the version of the cA!einu found in the sec-

ond Shabbat evening service: 

Ye servants of truth and righteousness, who stand in the presence 
of the Eternal One in this solemn moment of devotion, unite in ren-

230 It is omitted from the weekday morning service and the third Shabbat evening service. 
231 The daily evening version (CCAR, UPB 1892, p. 146) retains Felsenthal's "It behooves us" whereas 

the Shabbat evening version begins "It is our duty," which is closer to the meaning of the Hebrew and 
is more in keeping with the majority of other versions of the text. 

232 CCAR, UPB 1892, p. 17. 
233 As opposed to the abbreviated version in Einhorn. 
234 CCAR, UPB 1892, p. 17. 
235 CCAR, UPB 1892, p. 17. 
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dering praise and thanksgiving to Him, who spread out the heavens 
and founded the earth, whose seat of glory is the boundless uni
verse, and whose omnipotence pervades all being and keepeth all 
things in life and light. He is our God, there is none beside Him. 

CHOIR AND CONGREGATION: 

V aanachnu, k6r 'im, umishtachavim, um6dim, lifne Melech ma! 'che 
hammelochim, Hakkod6sh, boruch hu. 236 

READER: 

Before Him we bow in reverence and humility, and acknowledge 
that He alone is our God, as is announced in Holy Writ: Thou shalt 
know this day, and reflect in thy heart that God is the Lord, and 
none beside Him.237 
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Here, the idea of universal praise for God is placed right at the beginning of the passage. 

The Creation imagery is eliminated from the beginning and the end of the prayer (chang-

ing the biblical quote in the final line!), and is only present in the middle. While this im-

agery is more extensive than in the previous version, it comes after the opening, which 

sets a decidedly anti-particularistic tone for the whole reading. 

The final version of the cAleinu in the original UPB is that for the Shabbat 

morning service, which is an amalgamation of Merzbacher's Hebrew (above the line) and 

the English from the Shabbat evening service presented above.238 This is clearly an at-

tempt to bridge the divide between the more traditional and more radical elements in 

American Judaism at that time. The Hebrew text is clearly Reform in nature, but certainly 

much more traditional theologically than the English versions provided by the UPB. The 

variety of texts of the cA/einu presented in this original UPB allows for variation in the 

text recited at the service, as well as reflecting the variety of perspectives that existing in 

236 It is interesting to note that the transliteration given here is according to the Ashkenazi pronunciation, 
given that one of the criticisms of early Reform was in adopting the Sephardi pronunciation in its 
place. 

237 CCAR, UPB 1892, p. 26. 
238 CCAR, UPB 1892, p. 54. 
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American Reform even in the nineteenth century (and hence the challenges inherent in 

fashioning a united movement). 

Unlike the variety of versions provided by the 1892 UPB, the other three major 

editions (1895, 1918, and 1940) provided a single version of the cA!einu.239 This version 

is, for many people, one of the quintessential expressions of Reform Judaism, and is still 

present in the American Reform liturgy today, over a century later: 

Let us adore the ever-living God, and render praise unto Him who 
spread out the heavens and established the earth, whose glory is re
vealed in the heavens above and whose greatness is manifest 
throughout the world: He is our God, and there is none else. 

We bow our head and bend our knee and magnify the King of 
kings, the Holy One, the Ever-blest.240 

The tJ'V11J 1JnJ~1 line is given in Hebrew only, followed by the well-known "May the 

time not be distant" reading written by David Philipson. These few brief lines concisely 

touch on all of the themes in the traditional text except, of course, for the chosenness of 

Israel. 

Now that we have examined these sources, we have all the pieces we need to un-

derstand how the cA!einu has been treated in the more contemporary American Reform 

liturgies. Unlike the UPB, both Gates of Prayer and Mishkan T'fi!ah provide multiple op-

tions for this rubric, with different theological outlooks. In Gates of Prayer, the first ver-

sion of cA!einu provides the traditional Hebrew text (with the customary omission of the 

"emptiness and vanity" line); the first part (lines 1-3) is translated as "We must praise the 

Lord of all, the Maker of heaven and earth, who has set us apart from the other families 

239 CCAR, UPB I 1895, p. 48; CCAR, UPB 1 1918, p. 58; CCAR, UPB I 1940, p. 71. The versions are the 
same among these three books, except that in the 1940 edition the reference to bending the knee has 
been removed. 

24° CCAR, UPB I 1895, p. 48. 
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of earth, giving us a destiny unique among the nations."241 The text corresponding to lines 

2 and 3 vary from the Hebrew in two significant regards. The first is that they are not 

repetitive (the Hebrew of each line has two parallel clauses expressing the same idea), 

and the second is that the formulation is positive ("who has set us apart") rather than neg-

ative ("who has not ordained our lot"). As discussed above, one of the issues dating back 

to medieval Europe (if not earlier) is the tension between Jewish self-definition in posi-

tive terms as compared to defining Judaism in opposition to other cultures and religions. 

The only other variance between the Hebrew and the English in this version is that the 

part ofline 6 addressing God's dwelling is not translated, in order to avoid the anthro-

pomorphic imagery. 

The second cA!einu in Gates of Prayer combines Merzbacher's Hebrew text 

(through line 5) side-by-side with "Let us adore" from the UPB. The translation of line 5 

is the same as in the first version: "We therefore bow in awe and thanksgiving before the 

One who is Sovereign over all, the Holy One, blessed be He."242 The passage concludes 

with the venerable "May the time not be distant," also from the UPB. In this juxtaposi-

ti on, we can see that "Let us adore" is a reasonable translation of the Merzbacher text, 

and so this pairing works nicely at that level. 

The third cA!einu also uses the same Hebrew text as the second version, but with 

a more modem English text that elaborates more natural imagery that resonates with the 

references to Creation in the original: 

Let us revere the God oflife, and sing the praise of Nature's Lord, 
who spread out the heavens and established the earth, whose glory 
is proclaimed by the starry skies, and whose wonders are revealed 

241 Stem, Gates of Prayer, p. 615. 
242 Stem, Gates of Prayer, p. 617. 
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in the human heart. He is our God; there is none else. With love 
and awe we acclaim the Eternal our God, the Holy One, blessed be 
He.243 
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The particularism of the traditional text is still absent here, so in this regard the third ver-

sion differs from the second not in its ideological tone but rather in the contemporary na-

ture of its language. 

The final version ofcA!einu in Gates of Prayer draws on Geiger's 1870 version 

for its Hebrew text, replacing lines 2 and 3 of the traditional text with Ui?..70 otp Nmip 

imJ7Q 1~79;:17 U7."Ji.ll i~ip-n~ i0~7.244 This version retains Geiger's reference to unifying 

God's name, but replaces Geiger's reference to being drawn to God's "service" with the 

Jewish mission being to magnify God's reign (a messianic reference). Lines 6-8 are omit-

ted here as well. The English is not a translation so much as a thematic reading emphasiz-

ing God's protection in all circumstances: 

We praise Him who gave us life. In our rejoicing He is God; He is 
God in our grief. In anguish and deliverance alike, we praise; in 
darkness and light we affirm our faith. Therefore we bow our heads 
in reverence, before the Eternal God of life, the Holy One, blessed 
be He.245 

This version of the cA!einu is intended as a response to the Shoah; from that perspective 

it avoids the references to God's glory on earth found in the other versions, as well as af-

firming the need to maintain our faith in God both in dark times and in good times. 

Mishkan T'jilah does not introduce any new material in its presentation of the 

cA!einu, at least not in terms of its ideology of particularism. The primary changes here 

are in making the English passages gender-neutral, which has required the reworking of 

243 Stem, Gates of Prayer, p. 618. 
244 Stem, Gates of Prayer, p. 620. 
245 Stem, Gates of Prayer, p. 620. 
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the translations but not the Hebrew text. The first version of the cA!einu is essentially the 

same as version 2 from Gates of Prayer, except that the opening of the English has been 

altered to read "Let us now praise the Sovereign of the universe, and proclaim the great-

ness of the Creator. .. "246 This English opening appears in the second version of the 

cA!einu in Mishkan T'jilah, which otherwise is the same as the first version in Gates of 

Prayer. 247 The third version of the cA!einu uses the same Hebrew as the fourth version 

from Gates of Prayer, but with a faithful English translation rather than the thematic 

reading discussed above. 248 The final version of the c A lei nu corresponds to that from the 

UPB, except that the language has been changed to second person in the English to avoid 

the masculine references to God. The translation of line 5, however, is the "We bow in 

awe and thanksgiving ... " from Gates of Prayer version 1.249 

As we can see from this brief liturgical history, there are two main contemporary 

views within the Reform movement on the question of particularism. One view is repre-

sented by the traditional Hebrew text with a not-quite-complete English translation. This 

view acknowledges the idea of chosenness in Jewish thought, and feels secure enough in 

America to embrace this concept, albeit in a modem incarnation that may equate chosen-

ness with a special mission rather than as an indication that Jews are superior to other 

people in some way. In the other view, we find the rejection of particularity, which focus-

es the cA!einu on the messianic ideal of a united humankind in service to the one God. 

Much of the variability outside of these two views is related to the God language that is 

used, in particular some of the anthropomorphic imagery associated with God as Creator. 

246 Frishman, pp. 586 (top), 589. 
247 Frishman, pp. 586 (bottom), 588. 
248 Frishman, p. 587 (top). 
249 Frishman, p. 587 (bottom), 589. 
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3.4. Kol Nidrei 

Unlike the other prayers from the Jewish liturgy that we have discussed, Kol 

Nidrei was not subject to external censorship at any point in time. However, as we shall 

see below, it has still presented significant problems in relations between Jews and non-

Jews throughout its history, and has undergone several significant changes that were gen-

erated from within the Jewish community. Kol Nidrei is recited at the beginning of the 

evening service for Yorn Kippur, in the midst of several passages that are actually better 

suited to setting the penitential mood for the day. We will first discuss the Kol Nidrei rec-

itation in its liturgical context, and then discuss the origins and and evolution of the text 

we have today. 

3.4.1. ContextandmeaningofKol Nidrei 

If we look at the traditional liturgy for the beginning of the evening service for 

Yorn Kippur without Kol Nidrei, the text reads perfectly well, forming a spare yet quite 

suitable introduction to the day's penitential theme. This opening passage reads:250 

By the authority of the heavenly court 
And by the authority of the earthly court, 

With the consent of the Omnipresent One 
And with the consent of this congregation, 

We declare it is lawful to pray with 
smners. 

250 Philip Birnbaum, trans. and ed., High Holyday Prayer Book (New York: Hebrew Publishing Company, 
1951), pp. 489-90. The translation is Bimbaum's. It should be noted that the entire ritual described 
here (including Kol Nidrei itself) is essentially the same in Chaim Stem, ed., i1:J.111m 'iV1V Gates of Re
pentance: The New Union Prayerbook for the Days of Awe (New York: Central Conference of Ameri
can Rabbis, 1978), pp. 251-53. Gates of Repentance adds some English readings, and the translations 
are different, but the Hebrew text is virtually identical. 
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Birnbaum states that this passage was added to the liturgy by Rabbi Meir of Rothenburg 

based on the passage in b.Ker. 6b that states n•Jvn ilJ'N i,N,'IZJ' 'V'IZJ1!J7J ;i:i l'N'IZJ n•Jvn i,::i 

("Any fast that does not include the sinners oflsrael is not a fast"). 251 That is, on Yorn 

Kippur especially any Jew must be given the opportunity to make atonement, regardless 

of the gravity of his sins. 

After Kol Nidrei, the following biblical verses appear, followed by the She-

hecheyanu blessing: 252 

,o'.?in;i ,~;:i ,J?1 '~11¥: 'P n1P, ''.?7 n?tm 
.i1.t:l1Zi::i tJVil i,::ii, •:i 

TT : • T T T : • 

,W~P1 ,1:r,9D '1~:;i il!;:t tJV,i) TiP,? N~ n?9 
tJW1 .il:Jil iJ,71 tJ',~7J7J ilTil tJJ,7' ilnNizJJ 

T : T I'" - : • 1- : • • •,: - T T T IT T 

:,7.JNJ - ·::·: 

May all the people of Israel be forgiven, 
including all the strangers who live in 
their midst, for all the people are in 
fault.253 

0 pardon the iniquities of this people, ac
cording to thy abundant kindness, even as 
thou hast forgiven this people ever since 
they left Egypt.254 

The Lord said: "I pardon them as you 
have asked."255 

In combination with the opening passage, we have here a plea for forgiveness for the 

entire community, and an assurance that God will be responsive to our pleas. As we shall 

see, Kol Nidrei itself does not fit into this thematic structure, and in fact interrupts the 

flow of this text. 

The text of Kol Nidrei in use today is as follows: 256 

251 Birnbaum, High Holyday Prayer Book, p. 489n. 
252 Birnbaum, High Holyday Prayer Book, pp. 491-92. The translation is Birnbaum's. 
253 Numbers 15:26 
254 Numbers 14:19 
255 Numbers 14:20 
256 Birnbaum, High Holyday Prayer Book, pp. 489-90. The translation is Birnbaum's. 
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'QUi?1 ,'~u:;i1 '9Jiv1 ,'91D1 '19~1 'TP '~ 
NJr;r).t)~q1 ,NJV,~Do/~11 NHF1 ,niv1::io/1 

,NJDo/-?J ;>-' Nfl\2~11 

U''>-' N:li1 0'1.!:J::J !Ji' 1>-' i1T 0'1.!:J::J oNJ 
, .. T T - "" ' - '' "",~:tit?~ 

1'i?''.;lo/ ,no/ 1ii1~ lii17::J .?ii1~ NJ\?")t)~ lii17::J 
.rQ~i? N?1 r1'1o/ N? ,r?9~91 r?\?~ ,ri:i':;io/ 
NJDV,1::lo/1 ,'19~ N? NrJ9~). ,'11~ N? NrJl~ 

.niv1::iw N; 
' T 

All personal vows we are likely to make, 
all personal oaths and pledges we are like
ly to take 

between this Y om Kippur and the next 
Yorn Kippur, 

we publicly renounce. Let them all be re
linquished and abandoned, null and void, 
neither firm nor established. Let our per
sonal vows, pledges, and oaths, be consid
ered neither vows nor pledges nor oaths. 

There are three significant divisions of the text. The first is a listing of various types of 

vows, oaths, and prohibitions, each of which has a specific technical definition in Jewish 

law. The second is the specification of the time period to which the renunciation of vows 

applies, and the third is the actual statement that the vows and other obligations should be 

considered invalid. The first and third sections appear in Aramaic, while the phrase com-

prising the second section is in Hebrew. 

The treatment of the subject of vows and related obligations in Jewish tradition is 

quite complex and technical. As the details of this topic are not necessary or useful for 

our present discussion, I will comment briefly on the salient points and then move on to 

the difficulties presented by Kol Nidrei and the evolution of the text in response to those 

difficulties. The Bible discusses the taking of vows (cf. Numbers 30, for example), which 

was evidently a common ancient practice often related to taking on the obligation to bring 

an offering to God or to do or not do some other action.257 In addition to the biblical situa-

tions in which a vow may be cancelled (e.g., by a father who still has legal authority over 

his daughter58
), the Talmud further adds procedures for nullifying vows according to the 

257 Idelsohn, pp. 225-26. 
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idea of i1t.:nn (regret). This concept encompasses situations when the person making the 

vow should not have done so (such as during a moment of anger) as well as when there is 

some fact or circumstance (i1tJ,n nmi, or opening of regret) which would have prevented 

the person from making the vow had he been aware of that fact or properly considered its 

import.259 

There are two relevant rabbinic passages that impact our understanding of Kol 

Nidrei. 260 The first is a passage from b.Ned. 23b, which states: 

imv~ i1JWi1 i,:i ,~,,J m~~pn~ ~6w i1'.!l1,i11 
,n~i, i~nv ~JNW ,,J '::i ,IJN~1 i1J1Vi1 WN,:J 

i,i.J:J Ni1~ 

The one who desires that his vows for the 
entire year should not be binding should 
stand at Rosh Hashanah and say, "Any 
vow that I will vow in the future shall be 
cancelled." 

Although the Kol Nidrei that we know is more elaborate than the formula that appears 

here, and the practice has been shifted from Rosh Hashanah to Y om Kippur, we can see 

in this passage the origin of the custom of reciting Kol Nidrei. It is important to note that, 

as in the Kol Nidrei text presented above, this passage applies to vows made in the future, 

not those made in the past. The other passage is found in m. Yoma 8:9: 

,!l::ir.i o~,1!l:>i1 m~ mpr.ii, 01N 1~:iw m,:iv 
,!l::ir.i o~,1!l::>i1 m~ 1~N ,,:ini, 01N r:iw m,:iv 

,,:in nN i1'.!l,~w iv 

For transgressions that are between a man 
and God, Yorn Kippur atones. For trans
gressions that are between one man and 
another, Y om Kippur does not atone, until 
the offender will placate the other. 

This passage establishes a general principle regarding the observance of Y om Kippur, 

that matters between people must be resolved by them before atonement may be made. In 

258 See Numbers 30:4-6. 
259 Stuart Weinberg Gershon, Kol Nidrei: Its Origin, Development, and Significance (Northvale, NJ: Jason 

Aronson, 1994 ), pp. 19-20. 
260 Idelsohn, p. 226. 
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the context of Kol Nidrei, this clearly limits the scope of that formula to vows that one 

makes and obligations that one takes on to God, and does not have any bearing on oaths 

and obligations between people. 

3.4.2. Issues concerning the traditional text 

Despite the common modern understanding among Jews that Kol Nidrei does not 

apply to obligations between people, it has historically given rise to accusations of Jews 

as untrustworthy. One manifestation of this situation was the Oath More Judaico that me-

dieval Jews often had to take when involved in legal matters with non-Jews.261 In addition 

to emphasizing the distrust of Jews, this oath and its accompanying ceremonies (e.g., tak-

ing the oath while standing on a pig's skin) also served to shame those who were forced 

to take it. In some places, these oaths remained in place until the eighteenth century or 

later.262 Even in more recent times, the attacks on Kol Nidrei have continued. In a 1921 

article from the Dearborn Independent (a publication known as a mouthpiece for Henry 

Ford's anti-semitic sentiments), Kol Nidrei is depicted as a "prayer [that] breaks down the 

common ground of confidence between men," in particular because it addresses future 

vows that one may take and not to past vows that one has found it impossible to fulfill. 263 

For the ga)onim in Babylonia, the custom of saying Kol Nidrei as well as the gen-

eral idea of annulling vows were both controversial (especially among the ga) onim of 

Sura). Indeed, the study of tractate Nedarim was even suspect, as we see in the following 

quote from Yehudai Ga)on:264 

261 Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 335. 
262 Levitats, Isaac, "Oath More Judaico," Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed. (2007). 
263 "Kol Nidre: Jews' Immoral Prayer," Dearborn Independent (5 November 1921), Reprinted by Brown 

& Barrows (London). The complete article is reproduced in Appendix D. 
264 GaJon of Sura from 757-61. 
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We do not revoke vows or annul oaths because we have not ex
pounded upon the talmudic tractate for vows in more than 100 
years .... We do not comprehend the profundity of these matters 
and we do not have the authority to annul vows, much less to annul 
oaths. It is not practiced at the two academies or anywhere else in 
all of Babylonia to revoke vows and to annul oaths .... There is no 
sage in this generation who knows how to revoke vows and to an
nul prohibitive vows. Likewise, you too should be strict with re
gard to vows, and with oaths all the more so, and don't deviate 
from the custom of the academies. 265 

While Y ehudai was probably referring to the annulment of vows in general, rather than 

Kol N;drei specifically,266 some of his successors were more specific. So, for example, 
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Natronai bar Hillai267 stated that, "[ w ]e do not practice in the two academies or anywhere 

else to annul vows, neither on Rosh haShanah nor on Yorn Kippur. However, we have 

heard that in other countries they say 'all vows (kol nidrei) and prohibitions,' but we have 

neither seen nor heard of it from our rabbis."268 However, this statement is more descrip-

tive of the practices in Babylonia and elsewhere, rather than prescriptive as to what the 

correct practice should be. A more prescriptive statement comes from Hai bar 

Nachshon.269 While he wrote that "[i]t is the practice of the people in our region to say on 

Yorn Kippur 'all vows' (kol n;drei),"270 he also ruled that 

[t]he law is according to Rava [who ruled that the anticipatory in
validation of future vows should not be taught to the public]. 
Therefore we do not act according to this mishnah [s;c]. 271 We do 
not revoke vows, neither on Rosh haShanah nor on Y om Kippur. 
We have not heard from our rabbis about this practice at all. Like-

265 Gershon, p. 68. 
266 Lawrence Hoffinan, The Canonization of the Synagogue Service (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 

Dame Press, 1979), p. 10 I. 
267 GaJon of Sura from 853-58. 
268 Gershon, p. 68. 
269 Gif on of Sura from 885-96. 
270 Gershon, p. 62. 
271 The mis/mah would be m.Ned. 3: I, but the practice of annulling vows on Rosh Hashanah actually ap

pears in the talmudic passage we discussed earlier (b.Ned. 23b). 
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wise, you too should be strict and not deviate from the custom of 
the academies. 272 

Similarly, Sacdiah Ga=>on273 did not include Kol N;drei in his prayer book and held the 

opinion that a community could recite the formula to absolve themselves from a collec-

tive vow that cannot be fulfilled, but that it was not suitable for individual use.274 
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On the other side, Hai bar Sherira275 and c Amram276 are virtually the only gaonic 

sources to support the use of Kol Nidrei in the liturgy.277 Although we no longer have any 

copies of Hai bar Sherira's siddur, we know from other medieval sources that Kol Nidrei 

was included in it. However, there is an important difference between the version that Hai 

bar Sherira used and the contemporary version we presented above, namely that the time 

period is specified in the past (1J•?v ~:Jil iltil tJ"11!l:Ji1 tJ1" iv i:::ivw tJ111!l:Ji1 tJ1"D) rather 

than in the future. 278 In addition to the question of the legitimacy of annulling vows in 

272 Gershon, pp. 70-71. 
273 Ge? on of Sura from 928-42. 
274 Gershon, p. 70. 
275 Ga) on of Pumbedita from 998-1038. 
276 Ga) on of Sura from ca. 858 until his death ca. 875. Robert Brody, The Geonim of Babylonia and the 

Shaping of Medieval Jewish Culture (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998), p. 191, posits that 
cAmram headed a rival academy while Natronai was still ga)on of Sura. It is unclear ifcAmram then 
succeeded Natronai as ga)on of the main academy in Sura or continued to head his own academy. 
While Gershon and Hoffman both present the view that cAmram also thought of Kol Nidrei as "a fool
ish custom," I believe that the passage from Seder Rav cAmram on which this is based actually refers 
to the practice of saying Shehecheyanu aloud in the synagogue on Yorn Kippur, when there is no cup 
of wine over which to say the blessing (although Rav c Amram does indicate that the custom of saying 
Kol Nidrei is not universal, by his introduction 1:::i J'1V1V1V 1V'1, "And there are those who do thus"). See 
Appendix C for a reproduction of the relevant material from Seder Rav cAmram along with my 
translation. 
Among later sources, there is disagreement regarding how the nroi.v lil.JD ("foolish custom") comment 
from c Amram is to be applied. Sefer Hamanhig (Hilk/wt Yam Kippur, Si man 56, page 59b) is explicit 
in stating that the "foolish custom" is reciting Kol Nidrei. Rabbeinu Yerucham (Nativ 7, part 1, page 
50, column 4), on the other hand, cites c Amram without mentioning the nrou.i lilm phrase; Yerucham 
does however support reciting both Kol Nidrei and Shehecheyanu in the synagogue even without the 
cup of wine (as is explicit in b. c Eruv. 40b ). In both cases, I would argue that the writers are spinning 
the material from Rav cAmram to support their own opinions, rather than providing us with an inter
pretation of what cAmram is actually saying. 

277 Hoffman, p. 102. Gershon (p. 71) also cites Paltoi as allowing Kol Nidrei, but Hoffman (pp. 101-2) 
cites evidence that the opinion may not have been written by Paltoi, and that if it were, he almost cer
tainly did not include Kol Nidrei in his summary of the liturgy for the Yorn Kippur evening service. 
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general, this question of the specified time period was a major source of controversy 

among the medieval sources. 

Unlike the tenor of the discussion in the gaonic sources, the medieval Ashkenazi 

sources indicate that the practice of saying Kol Nidrei was nearly universal. So for exam-

ple, Rabbeinu Shlomo of Worms disregards the earlier gaonic objections to Kol Nidrei 

and instead focuses on the necessity of the formula as a means of absolving guilt for the 

unfulfilled vows that every person carries with him.279 He evidently considered this need 

significant enough to justify the repetition of Kol Nidrei three times based on the fact that 

some people will be late to the synagogue, and should not be deprived of reciting the for-

mula. 280 The one significant change to the text of Kol Nidrei that Rabbeinu Shlomo indi-

cates is that the words in,m:i :im:i:i before the nt;ioJ1 line should be omitted because the 

biblical verse (Numbers 15:26) is not a proof text for the annulment ofvows.281 The ef-

feet of this change is to separate the nt;ioJ1 line from the body of Kol Nidrei itself, where it 

had appeared in the text from Seder Rav cAmram. This is the form in which we find these 

texts in the modem liturgy. 

Because the medieval sources accept Kol Nidrei as a fixed component of the Y om 

Kippur rituals, the debate was no longer over whether or not Kol Nidrei was to be said, 

but rather over the legal status of the formula. Rabbeinu Tam argued that Kol Nidrei did 

not constitute an halakhic annulment of vows. However, rather than using this position to 

argue against reciting the text at all, Rabbeinu Tam used the passage from b.Ned. 23b 

278 Hoffman, p. 102. The version of Kol Nidrei in Seder Rav cAmram is also specified in the past. 
279 Gershon, pp. 76-77. 
280 Hershler, Siddur, p. 235; siman I 0 I. 
281 Gershon, p. 77. The context of the biblical verse concerns the procedure for gaining forgiveness when 

the community has committed idolatry. 
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presented above to advocate for changing the language of Kol Nidrei to refer to future 

vows (the text we have today), for which there is no halakhic objection to preemptive an-

nulment. But, unlike Sacdiah, Rabbeinu Tam was clear that Kol Nidrei only applied to the 

annulment of personal vows (vows one imposed on oneself) and not to vows made be-

tween two people.282 Rabbeinu Tam's position was not universally held, though. The 

Rosh, for example, argued that Kol Nidrei was in fact a valid annulment of past vows in 

accordance with talmudic tradition.283 However, the Rosh addressed concerns about po-

tential abuses of Kol Nidrei "by arguing that his generation did not take their vows light-

ly."284 However, this was clearly not the case. 

The fears of the ga)onim with regard to Kol Nidrei and the nullification of vows is 

borne out by medieval evidence that some Jews misused Kol Nidrei to absolve them-

selves from legitimate vows. For example, Sefer Hamanhig states that "for what one per-

son swears to another-and certainly to the government or a court-there is neither heter 

nor hafarah nor [even the possibility of] requesting annulment at all! The punishment of 

one who violates such vows will be very severe, God save him."285 The danger expressed 

here is also represented by Yerucham b. Meshullam, who indicated that many Jews were 

committing perjury under the mistaken notion that Kol Nidrei would absolve them of 

wrongdoing.286 So despite the preponderance of rabbinic opinion that Kol Nidrei only ap-

plied to personal vows, it seems that the behavior of average Jews did nothing to discour-

age the mistrust of them engendered by the text of Kol Nidrei. 

282 Gershon, pp. 77-80. 
283 Gershon, pp. 86-88. 
284 Gershon, p. 88. 
285 Gershon, p. 81. 
286 Gershon, p. 82. 
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The key element that cemented Kol Nidrei as a beloved part of Jewish tradition is 

the melody that is nearly universal among Ashkenazi Jews, which originated in Germany 

around 1500.287 Within a century of its appearance, Mordechai Jaffe of Prague wrote of 

his failure to correct the linguistic deficiencies in the text of Kol Nidrei: 

All of the language of kol nidrei that the chazzanim chant now is 
not precise and is in error. .. most of the content of kol nidrei that is 
printed in the prayer books has no substance nor any meaning ex
cept for the melody ... how many times I tried to fix it and to teach 
the chazzanim what was correct but they were not able to change at 
the time of prayer because the customary melody was on their 
lips. 288 

Clearly, the folk custom had won out over the halakhic debate. With the universally-ac-

cepted position of Kol Nidrei in the liturgy, the debates over whether or not it was permit-

ted, or whether or not it constitutes a valid annulment of vows, were moot. The accepted 

and beloved melody rather than the technical halakhic argumentation would determine 

the form of the text that we continue to chant today. 

3.4.3. Changes arising in the Reform tradition 

The medieval ambivalence regarding Kol Nidrei only intensified in the modem 

age, as did the divide between the folk custom and considered opinions against reciting 

the formula. For example, the subject of Kol Nidrei was discussed at the 1844 Brunswick 

rabbinical conference, in the context of trying to persuade the several governments in 

Germany to do away with the Oath More Judaico so that Jews could properly integrate 

into German society. The attendees at the conference, including both rabbis who repre-

sented reformist congregations and those who hoped to introduce reforms into their con-

287 Idelsohn, p. 228. 
288 Gershon, p. 90. 
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gregations, were unanimous in declaring that Kol Nidrei should be removed from the 

liturgy by the following Yorn Kippur. The feelings that certain of the rabbis at the confer-

ence expressed indicating their inability to succeed in this effort were practical rather 

than ideological. Rabbi Bodenheimer, for instance, had already submitted the liturgy for 

approval.289 District Rabbi Goldmann, a rabbi who was interested in introducing reforms 

into his congregation, expressed reservations about whether he would be able to convince 

his congregants to accept such a change.290 In neither case was the rabbi in question op-

posed to removing Kol Nidrei from the liturgy, however. It should also be noted that in 

cases where Kol Nidrei was not included in the published prayer books, it is not necessar-

ily the case that its recitation was omitted from the service. In my copy of the 1922 UPB 

II (which apparently belonged to Rabbi Bertram Korn), there is a handwritten note before 

the hymn "O Day of God" that simply says "Kol Nidre [sic]." 

While all of the nineteenth-century Reform liturgies we are studying omit Kol 

Nidrei itself as well as the passage preceding it ( ... i1'{319 7W i1'.t'l.P':;i), almost all of them 

retain at least some of the accompanying verses included in the traditional liturgy. The 

one exception is Merzbacher, who simply begins the Yorn Kippur evening service with 

Psalm 130 ("Out of the depths have I cried unto thee, 0 Lord. Lord! hear my voice: let 

thine ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications ... "291
) followed by Bar'khu. A 

more typical example is found in the Hamburg liturgies, which retain the traditional vers-

es following Kol Nidrei. 292 This same formula appears in Einhorn as well. 293 

289 Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, pp. 336-37. 
290 Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, p. 35. 
291 Merzbacher, vol. 2, p. 5. 
292 Frankel and Bresselau, p. 126; Gebetbuch, p. 182. The verses are in a different order; the n?9J) line ap

pears last, just before Shehecheyanu. 
293 Felsenthal, p. 170. 
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The 1841 West London liturgy demonstrates a pattern that is followed by all of 

the other liturgies we will examine-substituting a psalm or hymn for Kol Nidrei (as did 

Merzbacher, although the West London liturgy was earlier by some fourteen years). In 

the case of David Marks's liturgy, the chosen substitute is Psalm 38 ("O Lord, do not re-

buke me in thy wrath; neither chastise me in thy hot displeasure ... "294
). Marks further 

omits the nl;oJ1 line, although he retains the other verses that follow Kol Nidrei in the tra-

ditional liturgy as well as Shehecheyanu. 295 

As we have come to expect, Abraham Geiger presents the most creative substitu-

tion in his 1854 prayer book:296 

191'_,~ '3.!o/.;J~ il!iJ 'i)i?iJ '3.!o/.;J~ 'l'o/-?_,~ 
U#? 1iJ~11't3.! i~m tJT'.;13;'iJ1 OlJT;l l;~1tp; 

U'l;lJ N::lil tJ'1~!:l::J tJi' ilJ ilT tJ'1~!:l::J tJi'r.l 
r~ 'Ci~w~,Q- ;i~~lJ.un~, 1~o/J ~:9? ~:;iiu~ 

'~ U;;!TlJD '~ om1 NJ Ut~o/J 1t;li?lP u~~ 
:l;tim l;N NJ U'I1iJiY.::J UnJN 1!Jl' 

: • - T 1•• : - ! IT-: l' T 

Cast away, All-merciful One, all of my 
offenses, all the sins of this congregation 
and of Your entire people Israel. May 
they be cast away from You. Purify our 
hearts that we may grow in piety from this 
Day of Atonement to the next (may You 
grant it to us!). Our hearts are broken, our 
spirits humbled. We have no deeds to put 
before You (for our justification); we can 
only rely on your graciousness. All-gra
cious One, You will not abandon us, we 
who are born of dust. You will not requite 
us according to our misdeeds. 

Geiger follows this text with the verses that traditionally follow Kol Nidrei. Certainly 

Geiger's new prayer is more in keeping with the spirit of supplication and penitence that 

characterize Yorn Kippur than is Kol Nidrei. As is his custom, Geiger retains as much of 

294 Marks, vol. 4, p. 2. 
295 Marks, vol. 4, p. 3. It is interesting to note that Marks includes the "omi N1i11" line before Bar'khu (see 

the note in Appendix Con Rav cAmram's liturgy). This indicates the origins of the West London litur
gy in the Spanish-Portuguese rite. 

296 Geiger, 1854, p. 358. Translation of Geiger's German text courtesy of Dr. Richard Sarason. The Ger
man translation of the new Hebrew prayer and of the subsequent responses is fairly close to the 
Hebrew. 
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the traditional language and structure as is compatible with his liberal ideology, and 

comes up with creative ways of rectifying the deficiencies that he cannot retain in his 

liturgy. 

In his 1870 prayer book, Geiger does not retain the new prayer described above, 

but instead presents Leopold Stein's 1840 hymn "O Tag <las Herrn!" (0 Day of God).297 

This hymn was one of the common substitutions for Kol Nidrei in the classic Reform 

liturgies, having also been used by Wise in his 1866 Machzor,298 as well as in the 1894 

and 1922 UPBs.299 These latter books also include Psalm 130 following the Stein hymn, 

and retain all of the traditional verses following Kol Nidrei. 300 

The 1945 UPB did not use Stein's hymn, but introduced its own interesting liturg-

ical passage. Following Psalm 130, the 1945 book contains the following passage, recited 

by the reader after taking the Torah scrolls out of the Ark (a customary practice when rec-

iting Kol Nidrei): 

All prayers which the children oflsrael offer unto Thee, 0 our Fa
ther, that they may depart from sin, from guilt and from wicked
ness, and follow the ways of Thy Torah, the ways of justice and 
righteousness; yea, all the resolutions which we make from this 
Day of Atonement until the coming Day of Atonement-may they 
be acceptable before Thee, and may we be given strength to fulfil 
[sic] them. We have come to seek atonement and to ask Thy par-

297 Geiger, 1870, vol. 2, pp. 139-40. Interestingly, Geiger indicates that the sermon is to be delivered in 
between the second and third verses of the hymn. While it was common at the time for the sermon to 
come early in the service, I find it odd that it would come in the middle of a work such as Stein's 
hymn. 

298 Isaac M. Wise, D'i1!l:Ji1 01''? ,i1J1Vi1 WKi'? l1"111V' 'J:J m'?'!ln :K''iVDK li1JD '!l:J The Divine Service of 
American Israelites for the New Year.for the Day of Atonement (Cincinnati, 1866), vol. 2, pp. 30-33. 
Wise only includes the single n?o~] line and Shehecheyanu after Stein's hymn. 

299 Stein's hymn also appears in Emil G. Hirsch, Dr. David Einhorn 's i'Dn n'?v: Book of Prayers for Jew
ish Congregations-New Translation After the German Original (Chicago, 1896), pp. 64-66. This is an 
innovation of Hirsch's, as the hymn does not appear in Einhom's German original nor in Felsenthal's 
1872 translation. 

30° Central Conference of American Rabbis, '?KiW' m'?!ln iiO The Union Prayer-Book for Jewish Wor
ship, Part II (Cincinnati, 1894 ), pp. 89-91; Central Conference of American Rabbis, '?KiW' m'?!ln iiO 

The Union Prayer-Book for Jewish Worship, Part II (Rev. ed., Cincinnati, 1922), pp. 95-97. 
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don and forgiveness. Tum us in full repentance unto Thee, and 
teach us to undo the wrongs which we have committed. Thus will 
thy great and revered name be sanctified among us. 301 

88 

This passage combines the creativity of Geiger in providing a more suitable introduction 

to the Y om Kippur liturgy than Kol Nidrei, but also draws on some of the language of 

Kol Nidrei. So while the phrase "the resolutions which we make from this Day of Atone-

ment until the coming Day of Atonement" recalls Kol Nidrei, the following phrase turns 

the focus from annulling the vows we cannot keep to asking for the ability to be able to 

fulfill the obligations we do take on. 

The initial printing of the 1945 UPB included the full text of Kol Nidrei after this 

new prayer. However, in the face of considerable objection to the inclusion of the tradi-

tional text in the prayer book, subsequent printings simply printed '"'·rp I;~ (The Kol 

Nidre Chant)" at the bottom of the page.302 This provides a fitting example of the 

evolving tension between those ideologically-motivated members of the movement who 

disregarded the powerful emotional pull of Kol Nidrei (and especially its melody) and 

those whose ideological leanings could not conquer these passions. As happened in the 

medieval period, emotion trumped ideology as Gates of Repentance reintroduced the full 

Kol Nidrei text to the Reform liturgy. 

As was the case with the cAleinu, the early reformers came up with several ere-

ative methods of addressing the problems they perceived with the traditional Kol Nidrei. 

This generally consisted in substituting a biblical psalm or contemporary reading for the 

traditional text. The approach here is a hybrid of the approaches to the other liturgical 

JOI Central Conference of American Rabbis, ?N1W' m?!ln 110 The Union Prayerbook for Jewish Worship, 
Part II (Newly rev. ed., New York, 1945), p. 130. 

302 As in the Marks liturgy, the n?tm line is omitted while the other verses that follow Kol Nidrei in the 
traditional liturgy, as well as Shehecheyanu, are retained. 
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examples we have studied. As with Birkat Haminim, the traditional text is eliminated in 

almost every case. And as with the cA!einu, a more suitable substitute is provided (al

though in the case of the cA!einu the substitution was generally for a part of the tradition

al text and not for the entire passage). 



Chapter 4. Vernacular Prayer in the Roman Catholic Tradition 

It goes almost without saying that the process by which the vernacular was in

troduced into Catholic worship was very different from the means by which the Jewish 

liturgy was reformed. While the Jewish liturgical changes of the nineteenth century came 

about from the bottom up, largely through the efforts of congregational lay leaders and in 

opposition to the established Jewish rabbinical leadership, the opposite was true in the 

case of the Catholic Church. The Second Vatican Council represented a top-down state

ment from the leadership of the Church to Catholics everywhere. However, while these 

movements for reform began about 150 years apart, they were both responses to modern 

social circumstances that necessitated serious reflection on the relationship of the respec

tive religions to the worlds in which they found themselves. In this chapter, we will 

briefly examine the historical background to the liturgical reforms arising from the Sec

ond Vatican Council, and then discuss some of the significant liturgical changes that 

came out of these reforms. 

4.1. Vernacular usage prior to the Second Vatican Council 

As we discussed above, with regard to the impact of Church censorship on the 

Jewish liturgy, the Protestant Reformation had a significant impact on the self-definition 

of the Roman Catholic Church. Indeed, the major official gathering of Catholic Church 

leaders during the sixteenth century, the Council of Trent (1545-63), "sought to curb 

abuses and to settle matters that had been thrown into question by the success of Protes

tantism. "303 As the Council attempted to provide definitive answers on matters of Catholic 

90 
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belief and practice, one of the major areas addressed at Trent was the standard liturgy for 

all Catholics. To that end, the Council established the Congregation of Sacred Rites, 

which continues to function to this day as the Congregation for Divine Worship and the 

Discipline of the Sacraments. The ensuing reforms of the medieval liturgy resulted in the 

Roman liturgy becoming virtually the only rite in the Roman Catholic Church from the 

late sixteenth century until the liturgy was reformed in the wake of the Second Vatican 

Council in the 1960s. 304 As a result of the Roman rite becoming the official liturgy of the 

Church, most of the local rites previously in use were lost (except in France).305 

There are two significant elements of the Tridentine liturgy for our purposes. The 

first is the continued use of Latin even after the rise of national languages in the Middle 

Ages (and the consequent loss of Latin literacy by many if not most Catholics), and the 

second is the hieratic nature of the rituals, which were performed by the priest on behalf 

of the people. For example, the people did not actively participate in the rituals of the 

Mass, and did not often partake of the consecrated bread and wine offered during Com-

munion.306 However, several factors compensated for the lack of understanding of the 

liturgy by the people, including the increased prominence of the vernacular sermon, the 

various biblically-themed forms of art found in the churches, and the increasingly sophis-

ticated music composed for the performance of the Mass.307 So even though a deep under-

standing of the prayers was within the reach only of those who were learned enough to 

303 Susan J. White, "Christian Worship since the Reformation," The Making of Jewish and Christian Wor
ship (Eds. Paul F. Bradshaw and Lawrence A. Hoffman, Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1991), p. 189. 

304 Baldovin, John C, "Christian Worship to the Eve of the Reformation," The Making of Jewish and 
Christian Worship, p. 174. 

305 White, pp. 189-90. 
306 Baldovin, p. 175. 
307 Josef A. Jungmann, The Mass: An Historical, Theological, and Pastoral Survey (Trans. Julian Fernan

des, ed. Mary Ellen Evans, Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1976), pp. 178-79. 
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understand the Latin text as well as the historical context for the prayers, the issue of the 

common understanding of the liturgy did not become a concern until the major reforms of 

the twentieth century.308 Indeed, hand missals (missals used by the laity) containing trans-

lations of the Latin liturgy were prohibited until the time of Pope Leo XIII, who served 

from 1878-1903.309 

However, the existence of an official liturgy for the whole Church for nearly 400 

years did not preclude efforts at reform prior to the Second Vatican Council in the 1960s. 

For example, the Synod of Pistoia in 1786 issued a decree that denounced the continued 

usage of Latin in the liturgy. Although this decree did not have any practical impact on 

the liturgy, it does show the effect of the Enlightenment on the thinking of at least some 

people within the Church.310 In the twentieth century, advocates ofliturgical reform had 

been active for some decades before the Second Vatican Council was convened. These 

advocates 

envisioned a liturgy in which people would ( 1) experience them
selves once again as participants rather than spectators; (2) experi
ence full, conscious, and active participation in the rites through 
the use of vernacular languages in place of Latin; and (3) recognize 
the intimate connection between worship and the demands of jus
tice and charity that authentic eucharistic participation placed on 
their daily lives.311 

To be sure, the dominant form of Catholic worship remained the Tridentine Latin Mass, 

although responsive portions of other sacraments312 "were permitted to be celebrated in 

the vernacular as early as 1954."313 We shall also discuss other liturgical changes prior to 

308 Hughes, language, pp. 2-3. 
309 Kathleen Hughes, "The Changing Face of Roman Catholic Worship," The Changing Face of Jewish 

and Christian Worship in North America, p. 73. 
310 White, p. 195. 
311 Hughes, "The Changing Face ... ," pp. 72-73. 
312 For example, baptism and marriage. 
313 Jeffrey Michael Kemper, Behind the Text: A Study of the Principles and Procedures of Translation, 
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the Second Vatican Council's reforms when we examine particular passages of the litur-

gy below. 

4.2. The Second Vatican Council and vernacular prayer 

Before beginning our discussion of the reforms brought about by the Second Vati-

can Council, we must note that two issues that were universally joined in the Reform 

changes to the Jewish liturgy-ideological changes to the text of the prayers and transla-

tion to the vernacular-were in fact treated separately in the process of reforming the 

Catholic liturgy.314 So for example, the initial English translation of the Canon was not 

approved by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith because of several small 

omissions relative to the Latin text, and a subsequent communication on the issue indicat-

ed that " ... the sole version for the languages spoken in several countries, is to render 

faithfully the text of the Roman Canon, without variations, omissions, or insertions which 

would make it different from the Latin text."315 The distinction in these two areas is fur-

ther indicated by the ongoing practice of publishing the Church's Latin rites in an official 

editio typica, used as the base text for any translations to be prepared.316 This section will 

address the process and issues related to the use of vernacular prayer in Catholic worship, 

while the following section will present several examples of changes to the underlying 

Latin texts that are significant for our discussion of interfaith relations. 

Among the first statements produced by the Second Vatican Council was the Con-

stitution on the Sacred Liturgy, which was promulgated on 4 December 1963. The over-

Adaptation, and Composition of Original Texts by the International Commission on English in the 
Liturgy (PhD diss., University of Notre Dame, 1992), p. 15n. 

314 Hughes, "The Changing Face ... ," p. 74. 
315 Kemper, pp. 157-58. 
316 Hughes, "The Changing Face ... ," p. 77. 



Vernacular Prayer in the Jewish and Roman Catholic Traditions 94 

riding concern of this document was to provide for "the full and active participation by 

all the people"317 in Catholic worship. One of the main foci of the liturgical changes asso-

ciated with this goal was permission to use the vernacular in reciting the liturgy.318 It is 

important to note that this permission was not a mandate to use the vernacular. The Con-

stitution explicitly required that Latin was to be maintained in the liturgical rites, while 

also stating that" ... since the use of the vernacular, whether in the Mass, the administra-

tion of the sacraments, or in other parts of the liturgy, may frequently be of great advan-

tage to the people, a wider use may be made of it, especially in readings, directives and in 

some prayers and chants."319 The decision regarding the extent to which the vernacular 

would be used rested with the local authorities, with the approval of the Vatican. 320 De-

spite the impression that the use of the vernacular was to be limited, there was also a pro-

vision for more extensive changes to be approved when these changes would be "useful 

or necessary."321 Because of the number of such applications for wider use of the vernac-

ular, the local authorities had assumed complete responsibility for the decision regarding 

how much of the Mass was to be said in the vernacular by 1971. 322 

However, in this time the issue of authority with regard to liturgical reform was 

quite significant. The issue is mentioned repeatedly in the relevant letters and instructions 

that followed the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy. For example, the September, 1964, 

Instruction on the Proper Implementation of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy states 

that "[i]t belongs to the Church's authority to regulate the sacred liturgy. Nobody, there-

317 Austin Flannery, ed., Vatican Council 11: The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents (Northport, 
NY: Costello Publishing Company, 1975), p. 8. 

318 Jungmann, The Mass ... Survey, pp. 179-80. 
319 Flannery, p. 13. 
32° Flannery,p.13. 
321 Flannery, p. 14. 
322 Flannery, p. 39. 
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fore, is allowed to proceed on his own initiative in this domain ... "323 The need for repeat-

ed assertions regarding the Church's authority leads to the conclusion that there were 

challenges to this authority. Indeed, despite the suggestion in the Constitution on the Sa-

cred Liturgy that an all-vernacular Mass was not intended, and the fact that certain parts 

of the Mass (such as the Canon) were not intended ever to be recited in the vernacular,324 

the extremely positive reaction to the initial experiences of vernacular in the Mass gradu-

ally changed this view to allow the whole liturgy to be recited in the vernacular. Among 

the other reasons for this change was a sense that the liturgy was "fragmented" by the use 

of multiple languages in the service, and because of "unauthorized liturgical innovation" 

in Holland.325 

In response to the demand for English translations to be used for public worship, 

and in light of the many countries in which such translations could be used, the Interna-

tional Committee on English in the Liturgy (ICEL)326 was formally constituted in 1965. 

The mandate of this body was "[t]o work out a plan for the translation ofliturgical texts 

and the provision of original texts where required in language which would be correct, 

dignified, intelligible, and suitable for public recitation and singing."327 Although ICEL 

cannot force the national bishops' conferences to use the translations they prepare, there 

are significant motivations for having shared English translations. 328 These include en-

couraging greater participation in the services, and because "consistent vocabulary, struc-

323 Flannery, p. 50. 
324 Kemper, pp. 105-6. 
325 Kemper, pp. I 06-7. 
326 The organization's name has since been changed to the International Commission on English in the 

Liturgy, but the acronym ICEL is unchanged. 
327 Kemper, p. 366. Prior to the creation of the ICEL translations, bishops wishing to use English for litur

gical purposes had to choose a temporary translation to use. These were generally taken from existing 
hand missals (see Kemper, p. 17). 

328 Kemper, pp. 20-21. 
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ture, and phraseology serves to give identity and a sense of belonging to those who hear 

it."329 In some sense, the Church was here trying to maintain the sense of unity that was 

previously provided by the universal Latin liturgy used throughout the world. 330 

One significant obstacle to the challenge of creating workable English translations 

of the liturgy that would be suitable for use in public worship is that prior to this time, the 

Church had little familiarity with vernacular liturgical translations for official proclama-

ti on. The translations contained in the hand missals that existed were intended for private 

reading while following the Mass, not for reading aloud. 331 To address this problem, and 

demonstrating how deeply the reforms of the Second Vatican Council went in changing 

the attitude of the Church towards other religions (and particularly towards Protes-

tantism), ICEL aimed to draw on the experiences of other churches with English-Ian-

guage worship. 332 In addition to conferring with liturgists from other Christian denomina-

tions in developing their texts, ICEL has participated in such ecumenical groups as the 

International Consultation on English Texts (ICET) and the English Language Liturgical 

Consultation (ELLC), and contributed to their publications (ICET's Prayers We Have in 

Common and ELLC's Praying Together). 333 

Putting aside the ongoing debate about whether the vernacular should even be 

used in Catholic worship (and a significant amount of the feedback ICEL received in re-

sponse to their draft liturgies concerned this issue and not the translations themselves334
), 

329 Kemper, pp. 55-56. 
33° Kemper, p. 57, 57n. 
331 Kemper, p. 15. 
332 Kemper, p. 21. 
333 Kemper, pp. 46-47. ICET was an international body composed of members from a number of different 

Christian denominations. The purpose of ICET was to produce common English versions of shared 
liturgical texts. It issued three editions of its texts in the 1970s before ceasing to function in 1975. 
ELLC, a successor body to ICET, was founded in 1983. 

334 Kemper, p. 104n. 
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ICEL was faced with a number of potential contradictions and differences of opinion re-

garding the ideology of translation. These are reflected in the translation principles adopt-

ed by the ICEL's advisory committee as well as later documents. For example, the 

standard for an acceptable translation was that "[it] must faithfully express the meaning 

of the original texts."335 However, recognizing that certain linguistic forms and usages of 

the Latin liturgy would not translate into modem languages, the 1969 Instruction on the 

Translation of Liturgical Texts directed that ICEL focus on having intelligible texts in-

stead of literal translations, and also recognized that ICEL might need to create new texts 

under certain circumstances instead of translating existing Latin texts.336 

The translation principles also required that translations consider the sacred nature 

of the traditional liturgy and the history of English religious writing on the one hand, and 

contemporary English usage that would be aimed at "the middle range of church-goers 

rather than to the least or the most intelligent and literate," not to mention a euphonic 

quality that would render the texts easy to read and to set to suitable music.337 While one 

aspect to this divide is the style of language to be used, with liberals preferring a contem-

porary style and more conservative members of the group preferring an older (but not ar-

chaic) style,338 the committee also had to address the fact that the idioms of English vary 

greatly because it is in such wide usage around the world. The conclusion drawn by the 

committee was that rather than focusing on "any particular 'idiom', [the translation] must 

aim at good, straight, simple English which brings understanding to the unlearned and de-

light to the literate. "339 

335 Kemper, p. 369. 
336 Kemper, pp. 94-96. 
337 Kemper, p. 369. See also pp. 77-78. 
338 Kemper, p. 75. 
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In addition to the more general issues about linguistic style, ICEL also had to ad-

dress specific issues such as the language to be used in addressing God.340 Should such 

language take on an egalitarian character, or maintain the traditional hierarchy found in 

the Latin liturgy? For example, ICEL translated the Latinfamulus as "friend," to which 

some objected because doing so disregards the fact that we humans are still God's ser-

vants. 341 Similarly, there was a debate regarding the use of "thou-forms" for addressing 

God. For some, such language is evocative and serves to imbue prayer with a certain for-

mal, sacred character. On the other hand, others felt that these uses were artificial and that 

such "special language ... implied that God was distant from the human experience."342 

And even though there was a feeling that other churches would abandon the "thou-forms" 

and so the English version of the Catholic liturgy should avoid them in order to stay "rel-

evant,"343 the version of the Lord's Prayer in the 1974 Sacramentary based on the ICEL 

translations continued to use the "thou-forms" because the older translation was so cher-

ished by the faithful. 344 

Following the work of preparing initial translations of the entire Latin liturgy, 

ICEL was able to focus on the process of revising the English texts in light of further ex-

perience using the texts. One of the main foci in the 1970s was on addressing chauvinistic 

language, including anti-semitism in the liturgy.345 In addition to the ways in which Jews 

339 Kemper, p. 89. 
340 This particular issue as well as the question of gender-sensitive language in the liturgy were also ad

dressed by other religious groups beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, including, of course, Judaism and 
in particular Reform Judaism. 

341 Kemper, p. 141. 
342 Ken1per, p. 149. 
343 Kemper, p. 150. 
344 The Sacramentary: Approved for Use in the Dioceses of the United States of America by the National 

Conference of Catholic Bishops and Confirmed by the Apostolic See. English Translation Prepared by 
the International Commission on English in the Liturgy (New York: Catholic Book Publishing Co., 
1974), pp. 561-62. 

345 Kemper, p. 230. 
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were portrayed in the non-biblical liturgical passages, such as the Good Friday interces-

sions and the Reproaches, anti-semitism historically had been aroused by the liturgical 

use of certain passages from the New Testament, such as the Passion narratives, and es-

pecially the account found in the Gospel of John, with its repeated use of "the Jews." In 

addition, there was the theological issue of the relationship between the Hebrew Bible 

and the New Testament arising from the doctrine of supersessionism;346 that is, the idea 

that Jesus's legacy, as reflected in the New Testament, represented a new covenant be-

tween Christians and God that supplanted the Jewish covenant with God described in the 

Hebrew Bible (hence the origin of the term "Old Testament"). In some measure, these is-

sues had already been addressed in the activities of the Second Vatican Council and the 

subsequent reforms. The Good Friday intercessions had already been revised (see below). 

Furthermore, the issue of supersessionism had been ameliorated by the acknowledgement 

(in the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation promulgated by the Second Vatican 

Council in 1965) that the Hebrew Bible contains "the true Word of God [that preserves] a 

lasting value,"347 and by the spirit of reconciliation between Christianity and Judaism ex-

pressed by the Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Rehgions 

(Nostra Aetate) and the subsequent Guidelines on Religious Relations with the Jews. 348 In 

light of these reforms, the ICEL did not feel that anti-semitism was an acute problem in 

the liturgical texts, and also not one that could be readily addressed in the ongoing revi-

sions of the prayer translations. 349 

346 Kemper, pp. 243-45. 
347 Flannery, p. 759. 
348 See Flannery, pp. 738-49. 
349 Kemper, p. 249. 
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Now that we have developed an understanding of the impetus and process by 

which the Catholic liturgy came to be celebrated in the vernacular, let us examine some 

specific passages in the liturgy with regard to the changes that were made to the text of 

the prayers. 

4.3. Examples of changes following the Second Vatican Council 

In this section, we will examine two passages from the Good Friday liturgy whose 

traditional texts are problematic from the standpoint of interfaith relations: the interces-

sion for the conversion of "the perfidious Jews" and the Reproaches. As mentioned 

briefly above, the thornier issue to resolve is not these passages, but the Passion narra-

tives recited on Good Friday. Because changing the biblical text is much more problemat-

ic, this issue needs to be addressed by educating congregants with regard to the context in 

which the text arose and the ways in which the text is to be understood in the modem 

context.350 In particular, it must be recognized that the Passion from the Gospel of John, 

with its many references to "the Jews" collectively being responsible for the death of Je-

sus often led to acts of brutality against Jews in medieval Europe on Good Friday.351 That 

having been said, we will now focus our attention on the Good Friday liturgy, and how its 

view of Jews has changed. 

350 Eugene J. Fisher, "The Roman Liturgy and Catholic-Jewish Relations Since the Second Vatican Coun
cil," Twenty Years of Jewish-Catholic Relations (Eds. Eugene J. Fisher, A. James Rudin, and Marc 
Tanenbaum, New York: Paulis! Press, 1986), p. 138ff. 

351 Joanne M. Pierce, "Holy Week and Easter in the Middle Ages," Passover and Easter: Origin and His
tory to Modern Times (Eds. Paul F. Bradshaw and Lawrence A. Hoffman, Notre Dame, IN: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 1999), p. 170. 
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4.3.1. Good Friday intercessions (Orationes Solemnes) 

The intercessions found in the Catholic liturgy are petitionary prayers "for the 

Church and for the world."352 These types of petitions were part of the daily liturgy going 

back to at least the fifth century,353 although by the beginning of the sixth century they 

had been removed from the daily Mass by Gelasius (pope from 492-96).354 The general 

form of these prayers consists of an introductory paragraph declaring the intention, fol-

lowed by the congregation kneeling for silent prayer, and then a collect, or summary, of 

the prayer by the priest. 355 Today, the intercessions in this form are only found in the 

Good Friday liturgy,356 although there are some manuscripts that include them on the 

Wednesday of Holy Week as well.357 The text used in the Tridentine liturgy appears to 

date from around the eighth century.358 

The Tridentine liturgy contains nine intercessions on Good Friday: "for the 

church, for the pope, for the assembled clergy, for the ruler, for the catechumens,359 for all 

who are in straits and in danger, for the heretics and schismatics, for the Jews and for the 

heathens."360 While most of these prayers appear in other early Christian liturgies as well, 

352 Jungmann, The Mass ... Survey, p. 185. 
353 G. G. Willis, "The Solemn Prayers of Good Friday," Essays in Early Roman Liturgy, G. G. Willis 

(London: S.P.C.K., 1964), pp. 7-8. 
354 Willis, p. 39. 
355 John Allyn Melloh, "Revising Holy Week and Easter Rites," Passover and Easter: Origin and Hist01y 

to Modern Times, p. 221. 
356 Willis, pp. 7-8. 
357 Willis, p. 18. 
358 Willis, p. 11. 
359 Those preparing for conversion but who have not yet been baptized. 
360 Joseph A. Jungmann, The Mass of the Roman Rite: Its Origins and Development [Missarum Sollem

nia] (Trans. Francis A. Brunner, New York: Benziger, 1955), p. 482. The designation "For the Jews" 
appears in a number of English-language sources from the 1950s. See, for example, John B. 
O'Connell, ed., The Missal in Latin and English. Being the Text of the Missale Romanum with English 
Rubrics and a New Translation (Westminster, MD: The Newman Press, 1958), p. 371. However, the 
official rubric for the prayer remained "For the Conversion of the Jews" until the reforms resulting 
from the Second Vatican Council. 
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the Eastern rites do not contain the intercessions for the Jews, for the heathens, and for 

heretics and schismatics,361 and the non-Roman Western liturgies do not appear to include 

the intercession for the Jews. 362 The revision of the Latin rite issued in 1970 changed the 

order of the intercessions (those for the ruler and for those in danger were moved to the 

end) and also significantly modified the senses of three of the prayers.363 The first of these 

was the prayer for heretics and schismatics, which was recast as a prayer for the unity of 

Christians.364 The Tridentine version of the prayer characterized the heretics as "those 

souls who are deceived by the imposture of the devil"365 and petitioned God to "rescue 

them from all their errors and deign to call them back to their holy mother, the Catholic 

and Apostolic Church."366 In this version of the prayer, we can sense the importance of 

saving those who have strayed from within the Church (as compared to the subsequent 

petitions to bring Jews and pagans into the fold), but also an awareness of the Church's 

sense of superiority over the heretics. 367 We also can see the importance placed on the 

idea of the Church as universal, a theme we shall return to in our discussion of issues for 

interfaith relations in the following chapter. 

The revised version of the prayer, titled "For the unity of Christians," maintains 

the idea of the Church's universality (although this is presented much more gently with 

regard to non-members of the Church). However, the air of superiority and the idea of 

361 Willis, p. 6. 
162 Willis, pp. 28-31. 
363 The order of the intercessions in the revised liturgy (Sacramenfary, pp. 142-55) is as follows: For the 

Church, For the Pope, For the clergy and laity of the Church, For those preparing for baptism, For the 
unity of Christians, For the Jewish people, For those who do not believe in Christ, For those who do 
not believe in God, For all in public office, and For those in special need. 

364 Melloh, p. 220. 
365 O'Connell, p. 370. 
366 O'Connell, p. 370. 
367 In the historical context of the Council of Trent, this prayer was obviously aimed at Protestants. 
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non-Catholics as being influenced by the devil are gone, and are replaced by a spirit of 

accord with other Christians. Hence, the text reads as follows: 

Let us pray for all our brothers and sisters who share our faith in 
Jesus Christ, that God may gather and keep together in one Church 
all those who seek the truth with sincerity. 

Almighty and eternal God, you keep together those you have unit
ed. Look kindly on all who follow Jesus your Son. We are all con
secrated to you by our common baptism. Make us one in the full
ness of faith, and keep us one in the fellowship of love. 368 

The revised version of the prayer represents a significant theological shift for a Church 
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seeking the delicate balance between the ultimate truth of its own beliefs and a desire to 

engage with other Christians in a meaningful manner. This same tension is illustrated in 

the changes to the other intercessions as well. 

The second intercession that was modified was that for the conversion of the hea-

thens, which gave rise to two intercessions, one for those who do not believe in God and 

one for those who believe in God but not in Christ. 369 This latter prayer was particularly 

aimed at Muslims, a "necessary and significant" change that was introduced because of 

the use of the vemacular.370 The Tridentine version prays "that almighty God will banish 

wickedness from their hearts; so that, forsaking their idols, they may be converted 

to ... Jesus Christ. .. "371 The particular themes that are absent in the revised prayers are that 

of non-believers as wicked, as idolaters, and of the call to convert them to the Church. 

Hence, the new version, more neutrally titled "For those who do not believe in God," 

hopes that nonbelievers "may find [God] by sincerely following all that is right."372 Fur-

368 Sacramentmy, p. 153. 
369 The fom1er is more nearly a parallel to the prayer for the heathens, while the latter may best be seen as 

a newly-added prayer. 
370 Melloh, p. 220. 
371 O'Connell, p. 371. 
372 Sacramentmy, p. 154. 
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thermore, accepting the difficult history between the Church and nonbelievers, the text 

continues "Grant that, in spite of the hurtful things that stand in their way, they may all 

recognize in the lives of Christians the tokens of your love and mercy, and gladly ac-

knowledge you as the one true God ... "373 Similarly, the new prayer "For those who do 

not believe in Christ" hopes " ... that the light of the Holy Spirit may show them the way 

to salvation" and that they will "find the truth as they walk before you in sincerity of 

heart. "374 More significantly for aspirations of interreligious dialogue and understanding, 

the prayer also asks God to "[h]elp us to grow in love for one other."375 

Finally, the intercession for the conversion of the Jews was recast as a prayer for 

the Jewish people.376 Because this is most relevant for our purposes, we will examine the 

evolution of this prayer in more detail. Before we examine the text of the prayer, we 

should note that there is a significant issue of choreography with regard to this interces-

sion. Unlike the other intercessions, it was usual not to kneel for silent prayer during the 

prayer for the Jews. This custom dated to some time between the eighth and tenth cen-

turies, although there is variance among manuscripts as to whether the genuflection is in-

eluded here.377 However, the genuflection was restored in 1955, even before the reforms 

instituted in the wake of the Second Vatican Council.378 This change is reflected in the 

various editions of the Roman missal. The 1952 edition contains these instructions after 

the first paragraph of the prayer for the Jews, "Non respondetur Amen, nee dicitur Ore-

mus, aut Flectamus genua, aut Levate, sed statim dicitur:" (Do not respond Amen, neither 

373 Sacramentary, p. 154. 
374 Sacramentary, p. 154. 
375 Sacramentary, p. 154. 
376 Melloh, p. 220. 
377 Willis, pp. 11-12, 17-18. 
378 Piet van Boxel and Margaret McGrath, "Anti-Jewish Elements in Christian Liturgy," The Jewish Roots 

of Christian Liturgy (Ed. Eugene J. Fisher, New York: Pauli st Press, 1989), p. 161. 
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say "We pray," nor "We bow the knee," nor "Rise," rather, remaining in place, say:)379 

However, the O'Connell hand missal (published in 1958) and the 1962 Missale Ro-

manum both include the same directions as for the other intercessions.380 

The Tridentine version of the prayer reads as follows: 

Let us pray also for the unbelieving Jews: that our God and Lord 
will remove the veil from their hearts, so that they too may ac
knowledge our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Almighty, eternal God, who dost not withhold thy mercy even 
from Jewish unbelief, heed the prayers we offer for the blindness 
of that people, that they may acknowledge the light of thy truth, 
which is Christ, and be delivered from their darkness: through the 
same.381 

Before we examine the changes instituted by Pope Paul VI after the Second Vatican 

Council, we should note that both references to Jewish unbelief were deleted by Pope 

105 

John XXIII in 1958.382 While this did not change the main thrust of the text, for the Jews 

to convert to Christianity, it does acknowledge Judaism as a valid faith tradition. Similar-

ly, the O'Connell missal titles this prayer "For the Jews" instead of "For the conversion 

of the Jews," a change that would become official with Paul's modifications.383 

The revised prayer sets a very different theological tone with regard to how the 

Church views the status of Jews vis a vis redemption: 

379 Missale Romanum: Ex Decreto Sacrosancti Concilii Tridentini Restitutum S. Pii V Pontificis Maximi 
Jussu Editwn Aliorum Pontificum Cura Recognitum a Pio X Reformatum et Benedicti XV Auctoritate 
Vulgatum, (Neo Eboraci: Benziger Brothers, 1952), p. 182. Translation of the Latin courtesy of Dr. 
Richard Sarason. 

380 O'Connell, p. 371; Missale Romanum: Ex Decreto Sacrosancti Concilii Tridentini Restitutum Summo
rum Pontificum Cura Recognitum (Editio luxta Typicam, Novi Eboraci: Benziger Brothers, 1962), p. 
175. 

381 O'Connell, p. 371. 
382 van Boxel, pp. 161-62. 
383 O'Connell, p. 371; Missale Romanum: Ex Decreto Sacrosancti CEcumenici Concilii Vaticani II lnstau

ratum Auctoritate Pauli PP. VJ Promulgatum (Editio typica, Vatican City: Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 
1970), p. 254. Note that Missale Romanum 1962, p. 175, retains the traditional rubric "For the conver
sion of the Jews" while Sacramenta1y, p. 153, uses the even more sensitive title "For the Jewish 
people." 
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Let us pray for the Jewish people, the first to hear the word of God, 
that they may continue to grow in the love of his name and in faith
fulness to his covenant. 

Almighty and eternal God, long ago you gave your promise to 
Abraham and his posterity. Listen to your Church as we pray that 
the people you first made your own may arrive at the fullness of 
redemption. 384 
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At one level, the phrase "the fullness of redemption" may be seen as a euphemism for ac-

cepting Jesus as Christ; indeed, this is how the average lay Catholic may interpret the 

text. However, the correct interpretation of the revised prayer in light of Nostra Aetate385 

and other declarations of the Second Vatican Council is that while the Church believes 

that redemption is mediated through Christ, that does not necessarily mean that Jews (or 

others) must recognize Christ by converting in order to achieve redemption. 386 All people 

who pursue righteousness and truth according to their own conscience have a share in the 

kingdom of heaven; in fact, faithful non-Catholics are saved not despite their position but 

rather because of it.387 In all of these changes, we can see a very clear progression of the 

Church in not only adapting the liturgy to the vernacular, but also in reflecting the spirit 

of ecumenism and interreligious understanding set out by the Second Vatican Council as 

reflected in Nostra Aetate. In particular, it is most significant for interfaith relations that 

the Church now recognizes the validity of faith traditions other than its own, while also 

emphasizing the shared values and goals that connect believers from those different tradi-

tions (and even those who profess no such belief system). 

384 Sacramentary, p. 153. 
385 See Flannery, pp. 738-42. 
386 Indeed, the covenant referred to in the text of the prayer is God's covenant with Abraham, as renewed 

with the entire nation at Sinai. 
387 Dohrman Byers, Telephone interview, 23 February 2009. 
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4.3.2. Reproaches (Jmproperia) 

Unlike the significant liturgical changes to the intercessions, the text of the Re-

proaches recited during the veneration of the cross on Good Friday has not changed be-

tween the Tridentine liturgy and the post-Vatican II liturgy. The Reproaches are a respon-

sive collection of verses that contrast God's biblical acts on behalf of the people with the 

ungrateful acts of the people in rejecting Jesus. The overt problem with this passage is 

that the biblical acts are largely connected with God's redemption oflsrael during the Ex-

odus, while the people's rejection of Jesus is described by "the various sufferings endured 

by Christ during his passion."388 For example, consider the following excerpts from the 

Reproaches themselves: 

388 Pierce, 170. 

My people, what have I done to you? 
How have I offended you? Answer me! 

I led you out of Egypt, from slavery to freedom, 
but you led your Savior to the cross. 

For forty years I led you safely through the desert. 
I fed you with manna from heaven 
and brought you to a land of plenty; 
but you led your Savior to the cross. 

For your sake I scourged your captors and their firstborn sons,389 

but you brought your scourges down on me. 

I led you from slavery to freedom 
and drowned your captors in the sea,390 

but you handed me over to your high priests. 

3 ~ 9 The Latin original mentions Egypt explicitly; hence O'Connell (p. 373) translates this as "For thy sake 
I scourged Egypt with her first-born." 

390 Here again, the Latin explicitly mentions Egypt and Pharaoh; hence O'Connell (p. 373) has "I led thee 
out of Egypt, drowning Pharao [sic] in the Red Sea." 
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I led you on your way in a pillar of cloud, 
but you led me to Pilate's court.391 

While the overt sense of the Reproaches is supersessionist and anti-Jewish, the correct 
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Catholic interpretation is that it is the Christian worshipper being rebuked for his unfaith-

fulness. However, we can legitimately question whether most worshippers are sophisti-

cated enough to understand this underlying meaning correctly.392 

While the unmodified text of the Reproaches remains in the Roman liturgy, they 

are optional in its current form, and many churches either omit them or substitute another 

reading "because of the susceptibility of anti-Semitic [sk] interpretations."393 Indeed, the 

instructions preceding the liturgy for the veneration of the cross in the 197 4 Sacramentary 

state that "[d]uring the veneration the antiphon 'We worship you, Lord,' the Reproaches, 

or other suitable songs are sung."394 The antiphon395 cited is printed in the Sacramentary, 

and is a translation of a text added to the Latin liturgy after the Second Vatican Coun-

cil.396 This text makes no mention ofreproach or rebuke, but rather praises God and asks 

for God's blessing: 

We worship you, Lord. 
we venerate your cross, 
we praise your resurrection. 
Through the cross you brought joy to the world. 

May God be gracious and bless us; 
and let his face shed its light upon us. 

391 Sacramentary, pp. 163-64. 
302 van Boxel, p. 162. 
393 Melloh, p. 222. 
394 Sacramentmy, p. 158. 
395 A short text that accompanies a passage from the Psalms. In this case, the biblical passage is Psalm 

67:2 (in the Hebrew Bible, corresponding to Psalm 66:2 in the Vulgate). 
396 Missale Romanum 1970, p. 258. 
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We worship you, Lord. 
we venerate your cross, 
we praise your resurrection. 
Through the cross you brought joy to the world. 397 
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In addition to this text, some congregations use contemporary versions of the Reproaches 

that use modem allusions as well as biblical references. Other congregations make sure 

their congregants are educated as to the correct meaning of the Reproaches (that they are 

addressed to the worshippers, not to the Jewish people ). 398 So while the explicit text of 

the Reproaches remains problematic, there are a number of methods used in contempo-

rary liturgical practice to mitigate these problems. 

397 Sacramentary, p. 159. 
398 Melloh, p. 222. 



Chapter 5. Comparison of Jewish and Roman Catholic Traditions 

As we can see, the advent of vernacular prayer in both Jewish and Roman 

Catholic traditions is part of a wider set of liturgical changes in response to modernity. In 

both traditions, these changes have generally been oriented towards greater acceptance of 

the validity of other faith traditions, although the mechanisms by which the changes came 

about differ in many key respects. In this final chapter, I will summarize and compare the 

changes to the Jewish and Catholic liturgies, with an eye towards understanding the 

methods by which problematic attitudes have been addressed by both faith communities. 

I will then conclude with some thoughts on the tensions between group identity and inter-

faith relations in both Jewish and Catholic traditions. 

5.1. The impact of vernacular prayer on the liturgies 

Consider the following story: 

There was a hasid who could not master the Hebrew language but 
was only able to learn the letters of the alphabet. He was much 
troubled by this, believing that not knowing the Hebrew language 
made it impossible for him to pray. A rabbi whom he consulted 
told him not to worry but simply to recite the letters he knew and 
God would make words of them.399 

From a traditional Jewish perspective, this story provides support for the view that Jews 

should pray in Hebrew regardless of how limited their ability. However, it is perhaps 

more telling than all of the liturgical changes we have examined that this tradition was 

not reproduced here from any of the Jewish sources used in this thesis, but rather was cit-

ed by a Catholic theologian with regard to the acceptability of congregants not under-

399 Hughes, Language, p. 3n. 
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standing the words of the Mass. Not only does this fact speak to the common phenomena 

accompanying the use of the vernacular for prayer in both Jewish and Catholic traditions, 

but this citation also speaks to the appreciation that Jews and Catholics have gained for 

each other's traditions in the past 40 years. 

The key commonplace related to the use of vernacular prayer in both traditions is 

the tension between the sense of group identity provided by the traditional languages of 

prayer and the pull of modernity, both in terms of the lack of fluency in the traditional 

languages among many of the laity and in terms of the concept of individual autonomy. 

This latter element expresses itself as an expectation on the part of the worshippers that 

they will participate in the prayer service rather than observing the leader reciting the 

prayers on their behalf. These commonalities exist despite the different sociological phe-

nomena associated with the actual implementation of the liturgical changes in Jewish and 

Catholic traditions. In the Jewish tradition, the changes were implemented in a more ad 

hoc manner, initially from the bottom up, and the pragmatic considerations of assimilat-

ing to a certain degree into the surrounding culture overrode the particularistic theological 

and ideological concerns of the rabbis.400 On the other hand, the reforms introduced to the 

Catholic liturgy were motivated by the formal theological statements of the Second Vati-

can Council and proceeded in a much more organized and hierarchical fashion. 

For all the sociological differences, the types of changes made to the liturgies 

exhibit a remarkable degree of similarity. This is most evident when we compare the 

400 That is not to say that nineteenth-century German Jews became, or even sought to become, entirely as
similated into German society. Certainly they maintained a distinctively Jewish identity. However, 
many of the reforms introduced into the synagogue (such as the use of an organ, the sermon, and mat
ters of decorum, among others) were modeled on Protestant practices and represented an effort by Jews 
to cast Judaism in the fom1s of their neighbors so as to demonstrate their national loyalty as good 
Germans. 
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changes to Birkat Haminim and those to the intercession for the heretics and schismatics. 

Certainly, the similarities begin with the similar themes of these prayers in their original 

forms, as both are essentially polemics against those members who have strayed from the 

"authentic" religious body. Furthermore, though, the revisions made to both prayers shift 

the focus from a particularistic attack on what divides people to a call to address common 

concems.401 In the case of Birkat Haminim the shift was subtle, changing the focus from 

eradicating the so-called evildoers to removing evil from the world. The change in Ian-

guage to the intercession for the heretics and schismatics as it was recast as a call for 

Christian unity, on the other hand, is quite dramatic. The subject of the Tridentine version 

of the prayer is "those souls who are deceived by the imposture of the devil,"402 while the 

new version addresses "all our brothers and sisters who share our faith in Jesus Christ."403 

Another comparison we can make is between the cAleinu and the intercession for 

the Jews. In both cases, the prayers express a particularism that is problematic with re-

gard to interfaith relations in the modem world. The examples of revised texts presented 

above (including the censored, medieval European versions of the cAleinu) serve to dis-

avow claims that one tradition has an exclusive claim on divine truth and on a covenantal 

relationship with God. While the traditional version of the cA!einu is found in many Re-

form liturgies, its continued presence has been accompanied by a change in the meaning 

of "chosenness" that acknowledges the validity of other religious traditions and their rela-

tionships with God even as it continues to recognize the unique place of the Jewish peo-

ple in history. This sort of change to the understanding of a liturgical text rather than to 

401 As we discussed above, most of the Reform Jewish liturgies deleted Birkat Haminim outright. Howev
er, those versions that retained the prayer made revisions along the lines discussed here. 

402 O'Connell, p. 370. 
403 Sacramentary, p. 153. 
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the text itself is also characteristic of Kol Nidrei and the Reproaches; in both cases the 

traditional versions of the texts are still in use despite the difficulties they present.404 In 

these cases, the primary method of change is in the explanation and education that ac-

company the usage of the texts. Hence, Jews are taught that Kol Nidrei is restricted in its 

scope to obligations one assumes for oneself or with God, while Catholics are taught that 

the Reproaches are intended to rebuke the worshipper for his unfaithfulness, and is not 

intended to castigate Jews for not believing in Jesus. 

5.2. The tension between group identity and interfaith relations 

For both Jews and Catholics, one of the fundamental challenges to pursuing inter-

faith relations is the necessity of preserving the particular identity of one's own group. 

However, this challenge arises from very different places in the two traditions. Jewish 

theology has always held that redemption is universal, open to all people who conduct 

themselves in accordance with the covenant God made with Noah after the flood. Never-

theless, Jewish views of non-Jews have largely been shaped by centuries of oppression 

that often included forced conversions and other detriments to maintaining Jewish identi-

ty. Christianity, on the other hand, historically gave primacy to belief in Jesus as Christ, 

rather than on one's actions, and so redemption was restricted to those who demonstrated 

faith in Jesus. In addition, European Christianity enjoyed the luxury of a dominant politi-

cal position that allowed a triumphalist view of other religions to emerge. 

The asymmetry of these theological positions poses a significant challenge for in-

terfaith interactions. While Christians visiting a synagogue may feel comfortable joining 

404 While we have examined the modifications of or substitutions for Kol Nidrei that were widely used in 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Reform, the traditional text has been restored in the recent 
liturgies. 
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in English parts of the liturgy, viewing the experience as connecting them with the roots 

of their own faith, the same is not true of Jews visiting a church who will feel uncomfort-

able with rituals rooted in Jesus as Christ.405 This inequality is recognized by the Bishops' 

Committee on the Liturgy, which acknowledges that Christians may celebrate Pesach 

seders, but directs that "the rites ... should be respected in all their integrity."406 Seeking to 

understand the Jewish traditions and find the common historical roots is desirable, but at-

tempts to "Christianize" those rituals are not.407 Because of this situation, we can under-

stand that the significant change that has led to the improvement of Jewish-Catholic rela-

tions in recent decades occurred in the Church. As an example of the relationship 

between theology and practice, we have the old custom of venerating Simon of Trent, 

whose 1475 murder led to blood libel charges against the Jews. This practice was banned 

by the Congregation of Rites "on the same day that Nostra Aetate was promulgated."408 

The theological changes in Catholic doctrine resulting from the Second Vatican 

Council represents a sort of tsimtsum ( contraction)409 on the part of the universal Church 

to allow the space for other theological stances to exist in relationship with the Church. 

However, while this process allows for engaging in interfaith dialogue, it also can exacer-

bate the sense ofloss among some believers who have an emotional attachment to the tra-

ditional beliefs and forms of worship that have been changed. Significantly, among both 

Jews and Catholics this sense ofloss is not only felt among older people who grew up 

with the more traditional practices. Increasingly, younger people have sought to engage 

405 Karff, pp. 41-42. 
406 Gurrieri, p. 60. 
407 Gurrieri, pp. 60-61. 
408 Fisher, p. 137. 
409 In Jewish mystical tradition, tsimtsum represents God's voluntary diminution either of the divine self, 

to provide the space the universe needs to exist, or of divine power, so that humans can be invested as 
God's partners in shaping the world in which we live. 
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with their roots through traditions their parents or grandparents cast aside, a phenomenon 

that Jacob Neusner has called "reversionism." Although attempts to capture a sense of the 

sacred that is too often obscured by the detritus of the modern world are admirable if not 

necessary, the problem arises when such efforts conflict with well-considered theological 

adaptations to modern realities.410 While this conflict is exhibited with regard to Jews who 

join ultra-Orthodox communities, the most visible recent example has occurred with re-

gard to the relationship between the arch-conservative Society of St. Pius X (SSPX) and 

the Roman Catholic Church.411 

In the summer of 2007, Pope Benedict XVI issued a proclamation allowing wider 

use of the Tridentine Latin liturgy, including the Good Friday prayer for the conversion 

of the Jews. Although the language of the prayer was modified (in part due to pressure 

from Jewish groups) to read, "Let us also pray for the Jews: That our God and Lord may 

illuminate their hearts, that they may acknowledge that Jesus Christ is the Savior of all 

men," this is still a theological step backwards relative to the modified prayer introduced 

after the Second Vatican Council. When coupled with the January 2009 reinstatement of 

four bishops from SSPX (who had been excommunicated when they were ordained con-

trary to the Vatican's instructions), we can see the conflict between the Church's desire to 

bring SSPX back into the fold and its desire to maintain good relations with the Jewish 

people. In this case, the complicating factor is that one of the four reinstated bishops, 

Richard Williamson, has publicly denied that six million Jews died in the Holocaust. The 

410 David N. Power, "Worship in a New World: Some Theological Considerations," The Changing Face 
of Jewish and Christian Worship, pp. 166-68. 

411 The particular problem is that SSPX does not recognize the changes resulting from the Second Vatican 
Council, including those that have done so much to advance Jewish-Catholic relations over the past 
half-century. It must also be noted that while this example concerns the Catholic Church, the issues we 
will discuss are equally applicable to situations that may arise within the Jewish community. 
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firestorm of controversy associated with this fact, as well as the frequent conflation in the 

press of the Latin mass with the Tridentine rite, mask the fact that there are really four 

separate issues at play in this situation: 

1. The question, internal to the Church, of whether the four bishops have re
nounced the heresy that caused their excommunication in the first place. By 
extension, this question applies to SSPX as well. 

2. The issue of the Church's view of Holocaust denial and whether or not it con
stitutes heresy. The Pope has stated forcefully that Holocaust denial is incom
patible with Church doctrine, but it does not appear to rise to the level of 
heresy that would prevent the reinstatement of Bishop Williamson. 

3. The subject of the language of the liturgy. There is no question that the Mass 
and other prayer services (the Good Friday service, for example, is not a 
Mass) may be celebrated, in part or in whole, in Latin. 

4. The matter of the liturgical text to be used. This is the crux of the liturgical 
problem, and concerns the theological stance of the Church vis a vis the issues 
addressed by the Second Vatican Council in general, and by Nostra Aetate in 
particular. 

Recognizing the distinctions identified here is crucial for addressing the underly-

ing issues that impact Jewish-Catholic relations. The distinction between items 1 and 2 is 

significant because it is the second issue that affects interfaith relations. Reinstating the 

bishops by itself is not of great concern outside the Church; the fact that a bishop of the 

Roman Catholic Church has publicly expressed opinions, opposed by the preponderance 

of the evidence, that are deeply hurtful to Jews is of grave concern to the Church's rela-

tionship with the Jewish people. Similarly, as we have discussed extensively in this the-

sis, the language in which the liturgy is prayed and the operative text of the prayers are 

two separate issues. The issue of concern is not that groups within the Church wish to 

pray in Latin, but rather that conservative groups wish to restore the Tridentine rite with 

the consequent theological implications regarding the attitudes expressed towards Jews. 
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Ultimately, the issues run quite deep, as the Church tries to maintain its authority when 

there is such a divide with regard to the ecumenical views expressed by Nostra Aetate. 

In some sense, it is easier for Jewish groups to navigate this sort of issue. Because 

there is no one central authority, Jewish groups can happily operate autonomously in ar

eas of disagreement (such as their worship practices and theological outlooks) while com

ing together around matters of common concern (such as issues of social justice). Be

cause the authority of the Vatican is central to Roman Catholicism, there is a sense that 

issues of theology must have a common doctrinal position for the Church as a whole; 

hence the conflict and tension when there is dissent within the body of the Church. It is 

not necessary for all groups within the Church to actively engage with Jewish groups, but 

it is necessary that the Church avoid the perception that it sanctions anti-Jewish attitudes, 

especially among ordained leaders of the Church. It almost goes without saying that suc

cessful interfaith dialogue depends on all parties being able to accept the others where 

they are, without even covert attempts to influence their beliefs. As we have come to un

derstand here, it is critical to understand both how the distinctive ritual forms and prayer 

traditions of our religious traditions express an underlying theological or ideological posi

tion, and how to separate those forms from the underlying content. In this way, we will 

be able to focus on addressing the significant issues for our interfaith relations while be

ing able to appreciate the particular forms that define our different religious communities. 



Appendix A: Censorship Guidelines from Sefer Hazikkuk412 

1. Any mention of the word avadah zarah [idolatry], unless it refer explicitly to idol
atry practiced in the past, should be replaced by aku "m, that is, "worshippers of 
celestial bodies." If, however, it is understood as referring to idolatry that existed 
prior to the coming of our Lord, it is acceptable. 

2. Any mention of the word tzelamim [idols] should be followed by the words she! 
aku "m [of worshippers of celestial bodies]. 

3. When the word gay, gayim, nakhri, or nakhrit [Gentiles] appears, if it may be un
derstood as implying slander, insult, or vilification of the Gentile, the word should 
be erased and replaced by aku "m. If, however, it deals with any of the laws of the 
Hebrews, such as the laws of the Sabbath or prohibited foods, or wine touched by 
a Gentile or such, it is acceptable. 

4. This, however, is on condition that idolatry not be mentioned, such as "the 
thoughts of the nakhri are turned toward idolatry" or "a gay certainly pours liba
tions to idols," etc., which certainly should be erased completely. 

5. Any time the word meshumad [the hostile Jewish term for convert] is mentioned, 
but not insultingly, it should not be erased but replaced by the word aku "m. But if 
it is mentioned in disgrace, it should be erased completely. 

6. Any time the word umat [the nations] is mentioned, the word aku "m should be 
added afterward. 

7. If, however, this name be understood as referring to all the nations of the world 
today, or if it be understood as referring specifically to our nation in this genera
tion, the entire matter should be erased, for it would be worse to emend it to 
aku"m. 

8. Any praise referring to the nation oflsrael that implies a disgrace for us, and that 
is understood as referring to the current time, should be erased completely. 

9. Any insult against the foreskin must be specified as referring to the past. For 
example "the foreskin is disgusting." It should rather say, "the foreskin was 
disgusting." 

10. Any place in the Bible where debate or disagreement exists between our faith and 
theirs, if a challenge be explicitly posed to our understanding, or if evidence be 
brought to support their understanding, even if the Christians and their scholars 
are not mentioned by name, the entire matter should be erased. Yet if the matter is 
explained according to their opinion, and no challenge be posed against our faith, 
it is acceptable. 

412 Reproduced from Raz-Krakotzkin, pp. 121-23. 
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11. In any place in which any one of the laws of our faith or our doctrine be con
demned, or any of our customs or practices, or if a king or officer or priest of the 
holy priests of our nation be vilified, the passage should be completely erased. 

12. Any place mentioning anything whose subject is a great heresy and a great error, 
such as the transmigration of souls or that all souls were created during the six 
days of Creation, or that the Holy One, blessed be He, cries, or that the souls of 
the wicked are demons and evil spirits, or that the evil spirits which enter the bod
ies of men are the souls of the wicked dead, or other such matters, should be com
pletely erased. 

13. Any place mentioning the names Edom, Rome, or Italy in a disgraceful way 
should be completely erased. 

14. Any place mentioning that the Holy One, blessed be He, suffers for the loss of Is
rael should be completely erased. 

15. Any place mentioning those who died for their faith, such as those who died in 
Portugal or Spain, if it be mentioned that they sanctified the name of God through 
this, or if they be called saints or righteous, it should be erased completely. 

16. Any place mentioning holidays, festivals, and holy days of ours in a disgraceful 
manner, such as lifne eideihem or that it is forbidden for Israelites to do business 
with them on those days, should be erased completely. 

17. The names of the festivals explicitly mentioned there should be erased as well, 
such as Calenda and Satumas, etc. 

18. Any place mentioning monks, priests, bishops, dukes, or the pope, which cannot 
be understood as referring to those who lived before the coming of our Lord, 
should be completely erased. 

19. Any place where we find mention of anyone who came after the coming of our 
Lord and is called a saint or a tzaddik or that refers to a congregation as a holy as
sembly, or as the congregation of God, all this should be erased. 

20. Yet all this requires careful investigation [iyyun] with wisdom and knowledge, es
pecially where idolatry is mentioned. 

I greet the visage of the Lord. 
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Appendix C: Kol Nidrei in Seder Rav cAmram415 

n'::i:n uZ,w liU7J .Nn::i'n7J W', [ ... ] ,7JN 1:n 

.Z,::i::i::iw U'::i, 

m'oJ:i 'n::iZ, tJ',nm pmwi pZ,:iiNw ,nNZ, 

y"w 1mvw ti':i ,n'::i,v nZ,nn Z,Z,nn;iZ, 

.i17J' 1:i Z,:ii ,U"ni1W 1,::i7J V7JW nN 01,nZ, 

1'7J'n Z,::iN .1,,::i N'W ,N,W'7J inN W' N7JW 

n'::iZ, 1Z,mw:i m:!ZV 'J!J::i 1,::iz, i1:!11,W o:in 

( :7J p::i1,'V) 1J,7JNW ,1i':J mw,;i ,nOJ:li1 

tJP:J1 i1JWi1 WN,:J rm ,7J1N Nn:iZ,;i 

.p1W:J iZ,'!JN 1,7J1N rm ,1J,7JN1 .tJ',1!J:li1 

,mNi ''nnTJ f"W 1mvw:i :1:i pwivw W'1 

.1:i 

mv1::iw1 tJ',oNi tJ',iJ Z,:i 

u,1Jw pTJ,m tJ'TJPpi 

1J7J,nW1 1J,ONW1 

Z,v uv::ipwi uv::iwJw1 

i13)1:JW:J UW!JJ 

,,ON1 ,,iJ Z,:i 

'7JPj?1 'V1:JW1 

NJ,iJi 

Z,lJ NJ,ON11 

i13)1:JW:J NJW!JJ 

;it;i tJ',m:i;i oP iv ,::ivw tJ',in:i;i 01'7J 

1J':JN 'J!J' 1JN:J1 u,m oZ,:i::i .1J''V NJil 

.tJ'7JW:JW 

Thus said ... the head of the academy. This 
is our custom and in the academies in 
Babylonia: 

After one eats and drinks and returns to the 
synagogues to pray the evening service, 
when the leader stands to recite Sh 'mac he 
says Shehecheyanu; but why? 

Perhaps there is an individual Jew who has 
not said the blessing. But the scholar who 
wants to say the blessing to himself when 
he goes to the synagogue is permitted to do 
so, as we have said:416 

The halakhah is that [one recites the bless
ing for] the season417 on Rosh Hashanah 
and on Y om Kippur. And we [further] 
said, [the blessing for] the season is recited 
even in the market.418 

And there are those who do thus: When the 
leader stands he begins and says as 
follows: 

Manuscript 4 7 

All vows and prohibi
tions and oaths and 
pledges and exclu
sions that we have 
vowed and prohibited 
and excluded and 
sworn and fixed on 
our souls with an oath 

Manuscript I 

All vows and pro
hibitions and 
oaths and pledges 
that we have 
vowed and pro
hibited on our 
souls with an oath 

from last Y om Kippur until this Y om Kip
pur that has come to us. In everything we 
have returned and come before our Father 
in heaven. 

415 Reproduced from Goldschmidt, pp. 162-63. Translation mine. 
416 See b.cEruv. 40b. 
417 That is, Shehecheyanu. 
418 That is, even without having a cup of wine over which to recite the blessing. 
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r~ 1J10~ 10~ Cl~ .1iJ 1~:::i r~ 1J1iJ 1iJ Cl~ 

.1io~ 1~:::i 
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.o'?wi1' ?vi ?~1w' 'JJ riiV ?:::i ?vi 

419 Numbers 15:26. 

Ifwe have vowed a vow it is not a vow. If 
we have made a prohibition it is not a 
prohibition. 

If we have decreed an exclusion it is not an 
exclusion. If we have sworn an oath it is 
not an oath. If we have established a 
pledge it is not a pledge. 

The vow is annulled retrospectively. The 
prohibition is annulled retrospectively. 
[The exclusion is annulled retrospectively.] 

The oath is annulled retrospectively. The 
pledge is annulled retrospectively. 

There is not here neither vow nor prohibi
tion nor oath nor pledge . 

There is here pardon and forgiveness and 
atonement. 

As it is written in Your Torah:419 "Forgive
ness shall be granted to the whole commu
nity of the children oflsrael and the for
eigner residing in their midst, for the 
whole nation has erred unintentionally." 

And he says Shehecheyanu, even though 
there is no cup [of wine] on Yorn Kippur 
for saying it [the blessing]. 

But [they] sent word from the holy acade
my that this is a foolish custom and it is 
forbidden to do thus. 

And he begins with "He is compassion
ate"420 until "spreads his shelter of peace 
over us and over the entire congregation of 
the children of Israel and over 
Jerusalem."421 

420 Psalm 78:38, which along with Psalm 20:10 precede Bar'khu in the evening service of Seder Rav cAm
ram. This is traditionally the beginning of the daily evening service in both the Ashkenazi and Sephar
di rites. In the Spanish-Portuguese rite, these verses are also included before Bar 'khu on Yorn Kippur 
evening. 

421 That is, through Hashkiveinu, the end of Q 'rP at Sh 'mac in the evening service. 



Appendix D: Kol Nidre: Jews' Immoral Prayer422 

Price Id 

KOLNIDRE* 

JEWS' IMMORAL PRAYER 

The "Kol Nidre" and its Basis 

The "Kol Nidre" is a Jewish prayer named from its opening words, "All vows" (kol 
nidre). It is based on the declaration of the Talmud:-

"He who wishes that his vows and oaths shall have no value, stand up at the be
ginning of the year and say: 'All vows which I shall make during the year shall be of 
no value. '" 

It would be pleasant to be able to declare that this is merely one of the curiosities of 
the darkness which covers the Talmud, but the fact is that "Kol Nidre" is not only an an
cient curiosity; it is also a modern practice. In the volume of revised "Festival Prayers," 
published in 1919 by the Hebrew Publishing Company, New York, the prayer appears in 
its fullness:-

"All vows, obligations, oaths, or anathemas, pledges of all names, which we have 
vowed, sworn, devoted, or bound ourselves to, from this day of atonement until the 
next day of atonement (whose arrival we hope for in happiness), we repent, afore
hand, of them all, they shall all be deemed absolved, forgiven, annulled, void and 
made of no effect; they shall not be binding. nor have any power; the vows shall not 
be reckoned vows, the obligations shall not be obligatory, nor the oaths considered as 
oaths." 

If this strange statement were something dug out of the misty past, it would scarcely 
merit attention, but as being part of a revised Jewish prayer book printed in the United 
States in 1919, and as being one of the high points of the Jewish religious celebration of 
the New Year, it cannot be lightly dismissed after attention has once been called to it. 

Indeed, the Jews do not deny it. Early in the year, when a famous Jewish violinist 
landed in New York after a triumphant tour abroad, he was besieged by thousands of his 
[ ... ] 

* From the "Dearborn Independent" November 5th, 1921 

422 Reproduction of the pamphlet "Kol Nidre: Jews' Immoral Prayer." Certain passages of my copy of this 
article are difficult to read due to the poor quality of the copy, so I have made my best guess as to the 
correct text. 
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admirers, and was able to quiet their cries only when he took his violin and played the 
"Kol Nidre." Then the people wept as exiles do at the sound of the songs of the 
homeland. 

In that incident the reader will see that (hard as it is for the non-Jew to understand it!) 
there is a deep-rooted, sentimental regard for the "Kol Nidre" which makes it one of the 
most sacred of possessions to the Jew. Indefensibly immoral as the "Kol Nidre" is, utterly 
destructive of all social confidence, yet the most earnest efforts of a few really spiritual 
Jews have utterly failed to remove it from the prayer books, save in a few isolated in
stances. The music of the "Kol Nidre" is famous and ancient. One has only to refer to the 
article "Kol Nidre" in the Jewish Encyclopa:dia to see the predicament of the modem 
Jew. He cannot deny; he cannot defend; he cannot renounce. The "Kol Nidre" is here and 
remains. 

If the prayer were a request for forgiveness for the broken vows of the past, normal 
human beings could quite understand it. Vow, promises, obligations and pledges are bro
ken, sometimes by weakness of will to perform them, sometimes by reason of forgetful
ness, sometimes by sheer inability to do the thing we thought we could do. Human expe
rience is neither Jew nor Gentile in that respect. 

But the prayer is a holy advance notice, given in the secrecy of the synagogue, that no 
promise whatever shall be binding, and more than not being binding is there and then vio
lated before it is ever made. 

The scope of the prayer is "from this day of atonement until the next day of 
atonement." 

The prayer looks wholly to the future, "we repent, aforehand, of them all." 

The prayer breaks down the common ground of confidence between men-"the vows 
shall not be reckoned vows; the obligations shall not be obligatory, nor the oaths consid
ered as oaths." 

Babylonish Character of Judaism 

It requires no argument to show that if this prayer be really the rule of faith and con
duct for the Jews who utter it, the ordinary social and business relations are impossible to 
maintain with them. 

It should be observed that there is no likeness here with Christian "hypocrisy," so
called. Christian "hypocrisy" arises mostly from men holding higher ideals than they are 
able to attain to, and verbally extolling higher principles than their conduct illustrates. 
That is, to use Browning's figure, the man's reach exceeds his grasp; as it always does, 
where the man is more than a clod. 

But the "Kol Nidre" is in the opposite direction. It recognises by inference that in the 
common world of men, in the common morality of the street and the mart, a promise 
passes current as a promise, a pledge as a pledge, an obligation as an obligation-that 
there is a certain social currency given to the individual's mere word on the assumption 
that its quality is kept good by straight moral intention. And it makes provision to drop 
below that level. 
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How did the "Kol Nidre" come into existence? Is it the cause or effect of that untrust
worthiness with which the Jew has been charged for centuries? 

Its origin is not from the Bible, but from Babylon, and the mark of Babylon is more 
strongly impressed on the Jew than is the mark of the Bible. "Kol Nidre" is Talmudic and 
finds its place among many other dark things in that many-volumed and burdensome in
vention. If the "Kol Nidre" ever was a backward look over the failures of the previous 
year, it very early became a forward look to the deliberate deceptions of the coming year. 

Attempts at "Explaining" Kol Nidre 

Many explanations have been made in an attempt to account for this. Each explana
tion is denied and disproved by those who favor some other explanation. The commonest 
of all is this, and it rings in the over-worked note of "persecution." The Jews were so 
hounded and harried by the bloodthirsty Christians, and so brutally and viciously treated 
in the name of the loving Jesus (the terms are borrowed from Jewish writers) that they 
were compelled by wounds and starvation and the fear of death to renounce their religion 
and to vow that thereafter they would take the once despised Jesus for their Messiah. 
Therefore, say the Jewish apologists, knowing that during the ensuing year the terrible, 
bloodthirsty Christians would force the poor Jews to take Christian vows, the Jews in ad
vance announced to God that all the promises they would make on that score would be 
lies. They would say what the Christians forced them to say, but they would not mean nor 
intend one word of it. 

That is the best explanation of all. Its weakness is that it assumes the "Kol Nidre" to 
have been coincident with times of "persecution," especially in Spain. Unfortunately for 
this explanation, the "Kol Nidre" is found centuries before that, when the Jews were un
der no pressure. 

In a refreshingly frank article in the Cleveland Jewish World for October 11th, the in
sufficiency of the above explanation is so clearly set forth that a quotation is made:-

"Many learned men want to have it understood that the 'Kol Nidre' dates from the 
Spanish Inquisition, it having become necessary on account of all sorts of persecution and 
inflictions to adopt the Christian religion for appearances' sake. Then the Jews in Spain, 
gathering in cellars to celebrate the Day of Atonement and pardon, composed a prayer 
that declared of no value all vows and oaths that they would be forced to make during the 
year .... 

"The learned men say, moreover, that in remembrance of those days when hundreds 
and thousands of Maranos (secret Jews) were dragged out of the cellars and were tortured 
with all kinds of torment, the Jews in all parts of the world have adopted the 'Kol Nidre' 
as a token of faithfulness to the faith and as self-sacrifice for the faith. 

"These assertions are not correct. The fact is that the formula of 'Kol Nidre' was 
composed and said on the night of the Yorn Kippur quite a time earlier than the period of 
the Spanish Inquisition. We find, for instance, a formula to invalidate vows on Y om Kip
pur in the prayer book of the Rabbi Amram Goun [sic], who lived in the ninth century, 
about five hundred years before the Spanish Inquisition; although Rabbi Amram's formu-
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la is not 'Kol Nidre' but 'Kol Nidrim' ('All vows and oaths which we shall swear from 
Yorn Kippurim to Yorn Kippurim will return to us void') ... 

The form of the prayer in the matter of its age may be in dispute; but back in the an
cient and modem Talmud is the authorization of the practice: "He who wishes that his 
vows and oaths shall have no value, stand up at the beginning of the year and say: 'All 
vows which I shall make during the year shall be of no value."' 

That answers our reader's question. This article does not say that all Jews thus delib
erately assassinate their pledged word. It does say that both the Talmud and the prayer 
book permit them to do so, and tell them how it may be accomplished. 
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