
Hakhmei Lev

85

We All Want Mashiah, So Why 
Does Nusah Ashkenaz Omit 

“V’Yatzmah” in Kaddish?

rabbi n. daniel korobkin

1. See Mishnah Berurah 132:10.

during ThiS year of reciting Kaddish for my father, z”l, I often find myself reciting the 
words of this venerated prayer by rote. But when I am able to catch myself, I recall that the 
words of Kaddish really have nothing to do with mourning over the dead. Rather, Kaddish 
is a blessing and a prayer that Hashem’s name be increased and sanctified throughout the 
world. The recitation of Kaddish provides merit to our departed loved ones, in that when-
ever a child or other close relative sanctifies Hashem, this elevates the soul of the departed. 1 

Reciting Kaddish also reminds one that there are varying traditions and nusha’ot (textual 
versions) of Kaddish, especially when one is a guest at a shul where the nusah is different from 
one’s own. One of the most glaring differences in custom is in the second line of Kaddish, in 
which we pray for the aforementioned increase and sanctification of Hashem’s name “ָעְלָמא  ְבּ
י ְבָרא ִכְרעּוֵתּה ְוַיְמִליְך ַמְלכּוֵתּה  In the world which He created according to His will, and may“ – ”ִדּ
He reign over His kingdom.” In many communities, including Edot Mizrah, Nusah Sefard, 
and Nusah Ar”i, this is followed by the words: “יֵחּה ְרָקֵנה ִויָקֵרב ְמִשׁ -May His redemp“ – ”ְוַיְצַמח ֻפּ
tion sprout forth, and His Messiah come near.” These words seem quite logical, because 
Kaddish is a prayer for a time when G-d’s name will be prominent throughout the world. 
Indeed, our tradition repeatedly underscores how this will occur in the Messianic Age. Yet 
strangely enough, this line, a prayer for the advent of the Messiah, is completely missing 
from the Nusah Ashkenaz Kaddish, the version of prayer that we use at our shul, the BAYT. 

Once, some time in the middle of the 20th century, a gentleman led the davening in the 
shul of Rabbi Avraham Yeshaya Karelitz, also known as the Hazon Ish. During Kaddish, he 
recited the “v’yatzmah” line, invoking the hope for the Messiah. A certain Jew from Pinsk 
became incensed that this man was changing the accepted nusah in the presence of the 
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Hazon Ish. He zealously complained to the great rabbi, “This man is saying ‘v’yatzmah’!” The 
Hazon Ish responded pleasantly and softly, “So? Don’t we also wish to see the Redemption?” 2

Rabbi David Assaf was a prominent rabbi and posek in Haifa in the early 20th century. 
In 1967, his son, Rabbi Yehuda Assaf, published his recently deceased father’s manuscript, 
“HaKaddish,” which discusses many aspects of this prayer. The author was also puzzled by 
the omission of “v’yatzmah”:

Nusah Ashkenaz omits the line of “v’yatzmah.” This is troublesome; are not our Nusah Ashkenaz 
brethren also desirous of the Redemption?! Why do they not add, “May His redemption sprout 
forth, and His Messiah come near”? It may be that this is based on the Talmudic dictum, “May the 
spirit of those who calculate the coming of the Messiah be blasted!”(Sanhedrin 97b). The Talmud 
states this because those who predict the Messianic Age bring hindrance to the people of Israel 
[because when these prognostications end up not coming to be, people become disheartened and 
lose faith in our tradition]. 3 

R. Assaf’s theory is that any kind of explicit mention or emphasis in our prayers about the 
coming of the Messiah will create Messianic strivings. These prayers, in turn, will inevitably 
bring disappointment and a loss of faith to certain adherents who, after praying for the 
Messiah for years and not having their prayers answered, will abandon their faith. 

I’m certainly sympathetic to the argument that those who predict and calculate the date 
of the Messiah’s arrival do a disservice to our people. Jewish history has in its wake a litany 
of false Messiahs and the tragic fallout from those episodes. But is just uttering a simple 
wish for the Messiah to come too much? Will this one line cause people to lose faith? We 
pray daily in the Amidah for “et tzemah David ‘avdekha” – “the sprouting forth of David 
your servant.” This is clearly a reference to the Messiah. Furthermore, we pray daily in the 
“U’Va L’Tziyon” prayer: 

May it be Your will, Hashem, our G-d and G-d of our ancestors, that we observe your statutes in 
this world, and merit, live, see, and inherit the goodness and blessing of the Messianic Age and 
the life of the World to Come.

No one seems to protest against these prayers, despite these prayers’ fervent plea for us to 
witness the coming of the Messiah.There must be some other reason, in addition to R.Assaf’s 
stated concern, for the omission of “v’yatzmah” in Ashkenazic circles. 

A History of Debate and Discrepancy
Before we attempt another explanation, it is worth noting that the issue over whether or 
not to recite this line in Kaddish became something of a contentious and touchstone issue 

2. This story appears in the booklet, Minhagei Vatikin, p. 18. It is included in later versions of the Bar Ilan Juda-
ica library.

3. R. David Assaf, Sefer HaKaddish (Haifa: HaMakhon L’Heker Kitvei HaRambam, 5768), 110.
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in earlier generations between Hassidim and Mitnagdim (opponents of the Hassidic move-
ment). Rabbi Yosef Shaul Nathanson, the 19th century author of the responsa Sho’el U’Meshiv, 
records a story of a father who was a “significant mitnaged” but who had a son who was a 
Yarislover Hassid. The father adamantly insisted in his will that under no circumstances 
could his son recite Kaddish for him if he was going to insert the “v’yatzmah” into his Kaddish. 4 
R. Nathanson quotes an earlier 18th-19th century rabbi, Rabbi Yaakov Ornstein, known by 
his legalistic work, the Yeshuot Yaakov, who had to regularly contend with these kinds of 
disputes between the Hassidim and Mitnagdim of his community. 

These internecine squabbles between different groups of Jews seem to be quite anachron-
istic and petty for our times. Our objective is not to defend the honor of the Nusah Ashkenaz 
Mitnagdim over the Nusah Sefard Hassidim. It is rather lishmah (for the genuine objective), 
to find a reasonable explanation for the omission of a prayer for the coming of the Messiah, 
and hopefully in the process, to find greater meaning in the recitation of Kaddish. 

The question of whether or not to include “v’yatzmah” has deep historical roots, beginning 
in the period of the Gaonim. Rav Amram Gaon’s siddur (9th century) leaves it out, whereas 
Rav Saadia Gaon’s siddur (early 10th century) has only the added two words of “v’yatzmah 
purkanei” without the extra words, “vikarev meshihei.” The French medieval works, Mahzor 
Vitri (11th century) and Sefer Ha-minhagot of Rabbi Asher of Lunel (early 13th century) leave it 
out, whereas the prayer commentaries of Rambam (12th century) and Rabbi David Abudir-
ham (14th century) include it. I have yet to find a cogent argument among the medievalists 
defending either the inclusion or omission of this line.

Tosafot vs. Mahzor Vitri
Let us examine a dispute among the medievalists regarding the wording and meaning of 
a different line of Kaddish. The Talmud (TB Berakhot 3a) expresses the great comfort that 
Hashem receives upon hearing “Yehei Shmeh Rabbah,” the climactic line of Kaddish that is 
recited by the congregation. But the Talmud cites a slightly different version of that line 
from what appears in our Siddurim: “דֹול ְמֹבוָרְך ֵמיּה ַהּגָ  ”,May His great name be blessed“ – ”ְיֵהא ׁשְ
instead of our standard version of “א ְמָבַרְך ֵמּה ַרּבָ  ,which translates to the same meaning ”,ְיֵהא ׁשְ
but uses the Aramaic word “rabba” instead of the Hebrew “ha-gadol.” 

The Tosafot commentary notes the different nusha’ot, attributing our nusah of “Yehei 
Shemeh Rabbah” to Mahzor Vitri, 5 the Siddur commentary written by Rabbi Simhah of Vitri, 
a student of Rashi. 6 Tosafot assert that there is significant difference between Mahzor Vitri’s 
nusah and the Talmud’s, in that they translate into two very different messages. According 
to Mahzor Vitri’s version, the four words of this phrase are actually two separate prayers: 

4. Shu”t Shoel U’Meshiv, Vol. 3, 1:259.
5. Ad loc., s.v., “V’onin.”
6. Mahzor Vitri, ch. 89.
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1. “Yehei Shemeh Rabba” is a prayer for the eradication of Amalek, the embodiment of anti-Sem-
itic persecution. After the first Amalekite war against the Jews, shortly after the Exodus, 
the Torah utilizes a two-letter name of G-d, “י-ה,” in describing the perennial struggle with 
Amalek from generation to generation (Exodus 17:16). Rashi, in the name of the Midrash, 
explains that G-d’s name cannot assume its complete four-letter format until Amalek 
is eradicated. Our statement of “Yehei Shemeh Rabbah” (“May His name become great”) is 
therefore a prayer that G-d’s name should be restored to its full four-letter spelling upon 
the eradication of Amalek, which will ostensibly coincide with the coming of the Messiah. 7 

2. “Mevorah [l’olam]” is a separate petition, that G-d’s name should further be blessed in the 
World to Come, which is the period that we will enter during and after the Messianic Age.

Tosafot use the Talmudic citation, which includes the entire phrase of “Yehei Shemei Rabbah 
Mevorah,” to disprove Mahzor Vitri’s reading. According to the Talmud’s version, it is impos-
sible to uncouple this phrase into two separate prayers. 8 Tosafot thus read the phrase as 
one prayer: “May G-d’s great name be blessed.”

What is the underlying dispute? Is there significant difference between the two opinions? 
Both versions seem to be arguing for a glorious utopian future for the Jewish people, when 
G-d’s name will be complete and blessed again. So what motivates Tosafot to challenge Mahzor 
Vitri’s reading? Let’s look at the remainder of Tosafots’ commentary for some more clues.
After detailing the difference between Mahzor Vitri and Tosafot on the phrase “Yehei Shmeh 
Rabbah,” the second half of Tosafots’ commentary is devoted to another dispute regarding 
Kaddish. Why is the Kaddish written in Aramaic and not in Hebrew? In the words of Tosafot, 
the answer given by “the world,” is that, according to the Talmud, angels do not understand 
Aramaic. 9 Noting the great impact this holy prayer has, the Sages did not want the angels 
to become jealous of the Jewish people who have such a powerful prayer of praise at their 
disposal. The Sages therefore composed the prayer in a language that the angels would not 
be able to detect.

Here, too, Tosafot disagree with the explanation of “the world” and suggest that the real 
reason why Kaddish is in Aramaic is because it was instituted for recital after large gath-
erings of Jews would hear a Torah sermon. Since many of the gathered were not literate in 
Hebrew, the Sages sought to institute a prayer that would appeal even to the uneducated 
(the “’amei ha’aratzot”). Therefore they chose Aramaic, the spoken language at the time in 
the Middle East which could be understood by the masses.

7. Rashi Exodus 17:16.
8. Tosafot use a grammatical argument. The Talmud’s version of the phrase, “דֹול ְמֹבוָרְך ֵמיּה ַהּגָ  places the ”,ְיֵהא ׁשְ

letter “heh,” used as “the” to demarcate a definite article, in front of the word, “gadol.” It therefore cannot 
translate as “May His name be great,” but rather, “May His great name…” forcing us to lead into the next word, 
“mevorakh,” as a necessary completion of the solitary prayer.

9. This answer also appears in a slightly different language in Mahzor Vitri, Ch. 87. For the deeper meaning of 
this bizarre statement, see Ma’adanai Yom Tov commentary on Rosh, Berakhot, 2:2, s.v. ella lashon zeh meguneh 
b’eineihem, in which he quotes Maimonides as saying that Arabic and Aramaic are distortions of Hebrew.
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We now see two points of contention in which Tosafot oppose the conventional wisdom 
about Kaddish: (1) “Yehei Shmeh Rabbah Mevorah” is really one prayer and not two (contra 
Mahzor Vitri); and (2) the real reason for Kaddish being in Aramaic is not because of the 
angels’ jealousy, but rather out of a concession to the illiterate masses. Is there any connection 
between these two points brought by Tosafot? I believe these two ideas are deliberately linked. 

The Interchange Between Jacob and his Sons
The Torah describes the patriarch Jacob on his deathbed: “Jacob summoned his sons. He 
said, ‘Gather, and I will tell you what will befall you at the end of days’” (Genesis 49:1). Yet, 
the ensuing verses are merely blessings that Jacob bestowed to his children, instead of the 
revelation of future events as he had originally told them. The Talmudic tradition, as detailed 
in TB Pesahim 56a and cited by Rashi, is that Jacob had originally planned to prophetically 
share a glimpse of the Messianic future with his sons. But once they entered his room, the 
Divine Presence departed from him, and he lost the ability to contain his prior vision. This 
made Jacob consider that perhaps one or more of his sons was unworthy of hearing proph-
etic words. Once his sons detected his lack of confidence in them, they all cried out, “Shema 
Yisrael!” “Hear O Israel: Just as there is only one G-d in your heart, so is there only one G-d in 
ours.” Upon hearing this, Jacob responded with the second sentence from the Shema prayer, 
בֹוד ַמְלכּותֹו ְלעֹוָלם ָוֶעד“ ם ּכְ רּוְך ׁשֵ  Blessed be the name of the glory of His kingdom forever.” 10“ – ”ּבָ

From this Talmudic narrative, it appears that Jacob believed that there was some benefit 
to his sons learning about the unfolding of Jewish history. By losing his prophetic train 
of thought when his sons entered, he feared that perhaps his sons were unworthy of the 
information. But in reality, having that information would have been counterproductive 
to the Divine plan. Part and parcel of the suffering of Exile, which expiates and purifies the 
Jewish people, is that the “why” of our suffering is shrouded in mystery. G-d Himself did 
not want Jacob to reveal this information, as it would have defeated the purpose of Exile 
in the first place. 11 

The sons’ proclamation of the Shema convinced Jacob that they were all righteous. There 
was nothing inherently wrong with them that impeded him from relating the Messianic 
future to them. It was rather G-d’s desire that this information not be shared with future 
generations. 

Why, then, did Jacob respond with the words, “Barukh Shem,” etc. – “Blessed be the name of 
the glory of His kingdom forever”? His statement expressed his acceptance of the fact that 
we cannot reveal everything about G-d at present, because of the occlusions and mysteries 
of our current dark exile. Nonetheless, G-d was consistently the same in His glory for all 
time, i.e., “ְלעֹוָלם ָוֶעד” –“l’olam va’ed.” That knowledge that G-d’s glory is immutable restores 
faith to one living even in the darkest of exilic moments.

10. Rashi, Genesis 49:1.
11. This idea is mentioned briefly by Rabbi Aryeh Leib Alter in his Sfat Emet. See Sfat Emet, Parshat Vayechi, 5631, 

s.v., Nikhtav b’kitzur.
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The sons’ recitation of the “Shema” was an affirmation of their steadfast belief in G-d, 
despite the fact that this world is shrouded in darkness and it is difficult to find Him. Jacob’s 
response was a validation of their affirmation, and a hope to see G-d’s glory manifest even 
during times of darkness. 

Shema, Kaddish, and an Exilic Affirmation of Faith
But what does this have to do with the Kaddish? If we look at the comment of Targum 
Yerushalmi (attributed to the Mishnaic sage, Yonatan ben Uziel) on the passage under 
discussion above in Genesis (49:1), we will discover something fascinating. After providing 
the Aramaic translation for the sons’ declaration of, “Hear O Israel, Hashem is our G-d, 
Hashem is one,” the Targum then records Jacob’s response, which is the Aramaic translation 
of “Blessed be the name of the glory of His kingdom forever.” The Targum translates that 
as, “א ְמָבֵרְך ְלָעְלֵמי ַעְלִמין ֵמיּה ַרּבָ !”Yehei shemeh rabba mevarakh l’olmei olmin“ – ”ְיֵהא ׁשְ

These words are almost identical to the refrain contained in Kaddish recited by the 
congregation in response to the leader’s initial words. If Jacob’s response of “Barukh Shem” 
is synonymous with “Yehei shemeh rabba,” then perhaps the first part of Kaddish can be read 
differently. Instead of a prayer, it is a faith affirmation of the same kind as the declaration 
of “Shema Yisrael.” That is, despite the obscurity of this world, and despite the fact that it is 
hard to achieve Divine Inspiration and see the Divine plan for the future, it is nevertheless 
still possible to perceive G-d’s kingship in this world, in this pre-Messianic world of darkness 
and obfuscation. 

With this idea in mind, we can unpack the opening words of Kaddish and read them as 
follows:

 • א“ ֵמּה ַרּבָ ׁש ׁשְ ל ְוִיְתַקּדַ ּדַ ”May the great name of G-d be increased and sanctified“ – ”ִיְתּגַ

 • י־ְבָרא ִכְרעּוֵתּה“ ָעְלמָֽא ּדִ  In this world [right now, the world which is shrouded in mystery“ – ”ּבְ
and where He can’t be fully revealed,] which He created according to His will.”

 • ָרֵאל“ ית ִישְׂ י ְדָכל־ּבֵ יכֹון ּוְביֹוֵמיכֹון ּוְבַחּיֵ ַחּיֵ  ,Despite the obscurity of this world]“ – ”ְוַיְמִליְך ַמְלכּוֵתּה ּבְ
we nevertheless affirm that it is still possible for] His rule to become evident in your 
lifetimes and in the lives of all the house of Israel [ just as it is evident in the eyes of the 
current speaker who is making this faith affirmation].”

 • ֲעָגָלא ּוִבְזַמן ָקִריב ְוִאְמרּו ָאֵמן“  speedily and in the near future, and [,So may you affirm]“ – ”ּבַ
say, Amen.”

If the opening of Kaddish is read in this way, it really has nothing to do with a prayer to 
witness G-d’s glory in the Messianic Age. It is rather an affirmation that finding G-d in the 
“here and now” is possible. Acknowledging that finding G-d in the present is quite difficult 
and not attainable for everyone, the leader then calls upon the congregation to make an 
affirmation of G-d’s greatness, if not right now, then some time very soon (“ba’agala uvizman 
kariv”), even before the Messiah comes. Accordingly, reciting the line of “V’yatzmah,” a prayer 
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for the Messianic Age, would be completely out of place at this point. This reading would 
explain the Ashkenazic custom of omitting “V’yatzmah.”

I believe that this is the way Mahzor Vitri reads the opening of Kaddish. It is based on the 
exchange between Jacob and his sons, which was depicted by the author’s teacher, Rashi, 
in keeping with the Talmudic narrative. The leader is calling upon the rest of the congre-
gation to affirm G-d in the here and now. The response of the congregation is to recite a 
blessing that is similar to Jacob’s blessing of “Barukh Shem.” Jacob accepted that there are 
certain things that no matter how enlightened an individual is in the present, they will still 
be unable to access prophetic knowledge about the Divine plan which spans all of human 
history. But, instead of losing hope, Jacob could still look forward to the time, “l’olam va’ed,” 
in the far-flung future, when knowledge of the Divine would be manifest and robust. Thus, 
Mahzor Vitri reads the statement of “Yehei Shmeh Rabbah” as a congregational prayer to 
witness the emergence of the four-letter name of G-d, as we get closer to the Messianic Age, 
once Amalek is eradicated. It is secondarily a prayer to witness the fullness of Hashem’s 
glory in the World to Come. 

Perhaps this is the appropriate response to the leader’s opening declaration. Representing 
the spiritual resolve of Jacob’s sons, he calls upon the congregation to affirm G-d’s greatness 
even in this current world of opaqueness. The congregation accepts the challenge, but 
knowing that not everyone can rise to that occasion, offers its prayer that even for those 
who fall short of that expectation to find G-d’s greatness in the here and now, that they 
discover G-d in the future, when He will be much easier to find. 

Optimism vs. Pessimism over the Human Condition
Tosafot have a completely different reading of Kaddish, as do all others who include the 

phrase of “v’yatzmah” in the opening paragraph. Perhaps this is because Tosafot are a bit 
more pessimistic about the human condition, and do not feel that it would be realistic to 
expect people who are reciting Kaddish to publicly affirm G-d’s glory in the here and now. 
In their view, it is even more unrealistic to call upon the rest of the congregation to do the 
same. Instead, Tosafot understand that Kaddish is an affirmation of the fact that at some 
point in the future, Hashem will become manifest. “א ֵמּה ַרּבָ ׁש ׁשְ ל ְוִיְתַקּדַ ּדַ  is thus a prayer ”ִיְתּגַ
that the enlargement and sanctification of G-d, that is to take place in the Messianic Age, 
should take place as soon as possible. Therefore, it is quite appropriate to add the words, 
יֵחּה“ ְרָקֵנה ִויָקֵרב ְמִשׁ  a prayer for the Messiah to come speedily, so that the enlargement ”,ְוַיְצַמח ֻפּ
of Hashem’s name will come to fruition.

If the leader’s prayer is for the coming of the Messiah, then what is the role of the respond-
ing congregation? Perhaps the answer is that they affirm the same wish, that G-d’s name 
be enlarged as soon as possible with the speedy advent of the Messiah. This is expressed by 
stating, “דֹול ְמֹבוָרְך ֵמיּה ַהּגָ  May that name which is to become great [when Messiah“ – ”ְיֵהא ׁשְ
comes] be blessed.” By “blessed” we mean that the “great name of Hashem” come into being 
quickly. 
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Now that we have outlined the different interpretations of the opening of Kaddish proposed 
by Tosafot and Mahzor Vitri, let us now turn to the second half of Tosafot which deals with 
the choice of wording of the Kaddish prayer in Aramaic instead of Hebrew. As mentioned 
above, Mahzor Vitri sees Kaddish as a grand attempt of the human being to find G-d even 
in this world of confusion and darkness. This reading suggests that the authors of Kaddish 
have confidence and optimism about the human condition. Just as Jacob’s sons were able 
to affirm “Shema Yisrael” spontaneously, so is every Jew capable of doing the same. This 
reading speaks to the tremendous power within the heart of every Jew, and is liable to arouse 
celestial jealousy. The angels are depicted throughout rabbinic literature as expressing 
their contempt for man. Kaddish shatters the angels’ harsh criticism of mankind. This is 
the view of Mahzor Vitri, who reads Kaddish as an optimistic depiction of the human being.

It appears that Tosafot do not have the same confidence in the human condition. Man 
does not have a realistic chance of having a truly meaningful affirmation of faith in this 
world shrouded in perplexity. The most we can do is pray for a time in the future when 
Hashem will become truly manifest to us all. Tosafots’ realism about the type of people who 
will be reciting and responding to Kaddish gives rise to the conclusion that the reason why 
Kaddish is in Aramaic is not because of angelic jealousy, but rather because the illiterate 
and uneducated masses who will be hearing Kaddish have a right to know what it’s about. 
They, too, should understand the importance of praying for the Messiah, so that they can 
participate in that endeavor. 

Conclusion
We have seen that the difference in nusah of Kaddish regarding reciting the line of “v’yatzmah” 
has a long and often turbulent history. At first glance, there doesn’t seem to be any reason 
to omit this line, praying for the Messainic age, from Kaddish. However, by referring to the 
Midrash about the interchange between Jacob and his sons before Jacob’s death, we have 
demonstrated that the first part of Kaddish may not at all be a prayer to witness the Messianic 
Age. In fact, According to Mahzor Vitri and other medieval sources who omit “v’yatzmah,” it 
may be an affirmation of the Jew’s faith in the here and now, before the Messianic Age has 
arrived. As such, the recital of “v’yatzmah” would be completely misplaced.

Yes, we all want Mashiah, even us Ashkenazim. But whether or not the opening of Kaddish 
is the place to express that great national desire and aspiration, is at the core of whether 
to include or omit “v’yatzmah.” 

It is related that once, in the synagogue of Rabbi Yaakov Ornstein (the Yeshuot Yaakov quoted 
above), a major mahloket (dispute) broke out over whether or not to recite “v’yatzmah.” R. Ornstein 
turned heavenward and prayed, “Master of the Universe! Let the Messiah come speedily. At 
least then, everyone will agree that we can omit ‘v’yatzmah!’” 12 Amen, may we see it soon.

12. The story as presented in its “idealized” form, appears in the work, Rishpei Torah by Yehoshua Pinchas Spiegel 
(Israel, 5747), 394. For another account that included physical violence, see Nitzotzot Geulah by Avraham Meir 
Huberman (Israel, 1949), 34.


