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Siddurim can subtly influence how an individual prays. 

The manner in which prayer books are printed reflects the religious orientations and Halachic 

sensibilities of the prayer books’ editors, and also directly affects how those using these Siddurim carry 

out various Mitzvot and prayer services. Birchat Kohanim, whose source appears in this week’s Parasha, 

is a case in point. 

 

The interrelationship between the blessings “Asher Yatzar” and “Elokai Neshama”. 

Since Ashkenazic practice in the Diaspora is to engage in actual Birchat Kohanim only at Mussaf 

on Yom Tov,2 it would be appropriate to introduce this topic with an example that occurs daily, i.e.,  the 

point in Siddurim where the blessing beginning “Elokai Neshama SheNatata Bi…” is printed. It would 

appear that “Elokai Neshama…” was intended to be the complement of “…Asher Yatzar…”, with the 

latter articulating one’s appreciation for the proper physical functioning of one’s body,3 whereas the 

former emphasizes the nature of an individual’s spiritual makeup.4 It is entirely appropriate that when a 

person gets up after a night’s sleep, he reflects upon his dual physical and spiritual nature by means of 

reciting these two blessings. 

 

Is it necessary for these two blessings to follow upon the heels of one another? 

The Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 6:3 explicitly states that since “Elokai Neshama…” is a 

blessing of Hoda’a (praise), it neither has to lead off with the standard phrase “Baruch Ata HaShem…” 

(Blessed Are You…), which usually marks the beginning of a blessing, nor does it have to immediately 

follow a blessing that ends with “Baruch Ata HaShem” in order to be considered a “Beracha HaSemucha 

LeChaveirta” (a blessing that relies on the one that immediately precedes it [and therefore can share the 

“Baruch Ata HaShem” at the end of that blessing.])5  For this reason, Siddurim like the one published by 

                                                           
1 BaMidbar 6:24-6 

24 The Lord Bless thee, and Keep thee; {S} 25 The Lord Make His Face to shine upon thee, and Be gracious 
unto thee; {S} 26 The Lord Lift up His Countenance upon thee, and Give thee peace. {S} 

2 See RaMA on Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 128:44, who explains that only on Yom Tov do Jews experience the 
type of joy that justifies engaging in this Blessing. 
3 Blessed Are You, God, our God, Sovereign of the universe, Who Formed humans with wisdom and Created within 
him many openings and many hollows. It is obvious in the Presence of your glorious Throne that if one of them 
were ruptured, or if one of them were blocked, it would be impossible to exist and stand in Your Presence. 
Blessed Are You, God, Who Heals all flesh and Performs wonders. 
4 My God, the soul You Placed within me is pure. You Created it, You Fashioned it, You Breathed it into me, You 
Safeguard it within me, and eventually You will Take it from me, and Restore it to me in Time to Come. As long as 
the soul is within me, I gratefully thank You God, my God and the God of my forefathers, Master of all works, Lord 
of all souls.  Blessed Are You, God, Who Restores souls to dead bodies. 
5 An overt example of this principle are the Blessings comprising the Silent Devotion, whereby although the 
blessings each end with the formula “Baruch Ata HaShem…”, only the very first of the nineteen (on weekdays), 
begins with “Baruch Ata HaShem…” because each is “Semucha LeChaverta.” 
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ArtScroll6 (p. 38) place “Elokai Neshama…” after the conclusion of the various forms of Tora7 that follow 

the blessings associated with Tora learning,8 thereby completely disassociating it from any other 

blessing, including “…Asher Yatzar…”. Perhaps the thinking is that one’s spiritual essence is so abstract 

and unique that any Blessing to that effect must be set off from all others in order to highlight the idea 

in a unique manner. 

 

But should these blessings ideally be separated? 

Yet, a direction in italics in the ArtScroll Siddur appears at the conclusion of “Asher Yatzar” (p. 

14) stating, “At this point, some recite “Elokai Neshama…” (p. 18.) This side-comment is an 

acknowledgement of the position articulated by a number of Decisors and recorded by Mishna Berura: 

 

Mishna Berura on Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 6, #12 

…Nevertheless, one should conduct oneself in the preferred manner, to recite “Elokai 

Neshama…” immediately following the blessing “…Asher Yatzar…”. See the Beiur 

HaGRA, #46 who also believes that “Elokai Neshama…” should immediately follow 

“…Asher Yatzar…”. Therefore it is proper to be careful about this as the appriori 

approach… 

  

 Going ArtScroll one better, the Siddurim Rinat Yisrael9 (p. 16) and Koren10 (p. 7)  actually print 

“Elokai Neshama…” immediately following “…Asher Yatzar…”. A rationale for this arrangement might be 

that it would be better if one did associate this Blessing with another to take advantage of the former’s 

“Baruch Ata HaShem” formulation at its conclusion, as well as the specific implication that we are 

essentially not spiritual entities devoid of a physical dimension, or that our spiritual side is that much 

more significant than our physical reality, but that in fact this very duality of our makeup is what gives 

our lives structure and meaning, with each aspect profoundly influencing and informing the other.11 

                                                           
6 The Complete ArtScroll Siddur, Weekday/Sabbath/Festival, Nusach Ashkenaz, trans. R. Nosson Scherman, 
Mesorah Publications, Brooklyn, NY, 1996. 
7 The order of Birchot HaTora are as follows: 

a. The blessing “…LaAsok BeDivrei Tora.” 
b. The blessing “VeHa’arev Na HaShem Elokeinu…” 
c. The blessing “…Asher Bachar Banu MiKol HaAmim…” 
d. The Tora verses from BaMidbar 6:24-6 comprising the Blessing of the Kohanim. 
e. The Mishna of Pe’ah 1:1 “Eilu Devarim SheEin Lahem Shiur…” 
f. The Baraita from Shabbat 127a “Eilu Devarim SheAdam Ocheil Peiroteihem BaOlam HaZeh…” 

8 Since the blessing for Tora study is a “Birchat HaMitzva”, as indicated by the inclusion of the phrase “…Asher 
Kidshanu BeMitzvotav VeTzivanu…” (Who Sanctified us with His Commandments, and Commanded us…), one 
should fulfill the Commandment as soon as possible. Consequently, examples from three forms of Tora, i.e., verses 
from the Written Tradition, and Mishna and Talmud of the Oral Tradition are not only recited, but hopefully 
reflected upon, in the true sense of “study”.  
9 Siddur Rinat Yisrael, Nussach Ashkenaz LeBnai Chutz LaAretz, ed. Shlomo Tal, HaMachlacka LeChinuch ULeTarbut 
Toraniiim BaGola Shel HaHistadrut HaTziyonit HaOlamit, Yerushalayim 5738.  
10 The Koren Siddur, trans. Jonathan Sacks, Koren, Jerusalem, 2009. 
11 The following passage from the Talmud makes this point:  

Sanhedrin 91a-b 
Antoninus  said to Rebbe: “The body and the soul can both free themselves from judgment. Thus, the 
body can plead: ‘The soul has sinned, (the proof being) that from the day it left me I lie like a dumb stone 
in the grave (powerless to do aught).’ Whilst the soul can say: ‘The body has sinned, (the proof being) that 
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Therefore, depending upon the Siddur that one uses, the practice for reciting these two Blessings may 

vary significantly if a person happens to be unaware of the discussion amongst Poskim like GRA and 

Mishna Berura and simply recites the Blessings in the order in which they appear. 

 

The example of Birchat Kohanim as printed in prayer books. 

a. The supplications following each of the Blessings comprising Birchat Kohanim. 

An even more striking inconsistency regarding Halachic recommendations appears with respect 

to how Siddurim prescribe the manner in which the congregation responds to when Kohanim bless 

them. One practice which the Gemora appears to encourage, is the recitation by an individual who has 

had a troubling dream, of a prayer, simultaneously with the Kohanim’s Blessing,: 

 

Berachot 55b 

Amemar, Mar Zutra and R. Ashi were once sitting together. They said: “Let each of us 

say something which the others have not heard.” One of them began: “If one has seen a 

dream and does not remember what he saw, let him stand before the priests at the 

time when they spread out their hands, and say as follows: 'Sovereign of the Universe, I 

am Thine and my dreams are Thine. I have dreamt a dream and I do not know what it is. 

Whether I have dreamt about myself or my companions have dreamt about me, or I 

have dreamt about others, if they are good dreams, Confirm them and Reinforce 

them, like the dreams of Yosef,12 and if they require a remedy, Heal them, as the waters 

of Mara were healed by Moshe,13 our teacher, and as Miriam was healed of her 

                                                           
from the day I departed from it I fly about in the air like a bird (and commit no sin).' He replied, “I will tell 
thee a parable. To what may this be compared? To a human king who owned a beautiful orchard which 
contained splendid figs. Now, he appointed two watchmen therein, one lame and the other blind. (One 
day) the lame man said to the blind, ‘I see beautiful figs in the orchard. Come and take me upon thy 
shoulder, that we may procure and eat them.’ So the lame bestrode the blind, procured and ate them. 
Some time after, the owner of the orchard came and inquired of them, ‘Where are those beautiful figs?’ 
The lame man replied, ‘Have I then feet to walk with?’ The blind man replied, ‘Have I then eyes to see 
with?’ What did he do? He placed the lame upon the blind and judged them together. So will the Holy 
One, Blessed Be He, Bring the soul, (re)place it in the body, and judge them together, as it is written, 
(Tehillim 1:4) ‘He shall Call to the Heavens from above, and to the earth, that He may Judge his 
people.’  ‘He shall Call to the Heavens from above’--this refers to the soul; ‘and to the earth, that he may 
judge his people’--to the body.” 

12 The two dreams that Yosef described to his brothers to the effect that they would be subservient to him 
(Beraishit  37:7, 9), contributed to their hating him and ultimately selling him into slavery. When Yosef was falsely 
accused by his master’s wife (Ibid. 39:14) and consequently thrown into prison, he probably thought that his 
previous dreams would never come to fruition. However, when he eventually found himself in the position of 
distributing food during a severe famine, and his brothers coming to Egypt in order to obtain grain to feed their 
families and actually bowing to him (Ibid. 42:6) he realized that he was part of God’s Master plan for the Jewish 
people (Ibid. 45:8). 
13 The story of Mara is recounted in Shemot 15:23-5, where the only water that was available to the people in the 
desert was unduly bitter and therefore undrinkable. God Proceded to show Moshe a particular piece of wood and 
when he threw it into the water, the people were then able to quench their thirst, i.e., Moshe “cured” the water at 
Mara. 
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leprosy14 and Chizkiahu of his sickness,15 and the waters of Yericho by Elisha.16 As thou 

didst turn the curse of the wicked Bila’am into a blessing,17 so turn all my dreams into 

something good for me'.  He should conclude his prayer along with the priests, so that 

the congregation may answer, Amen (to both the Priests’ Blessing as well as the prayer 

that this individual has just recited.)  If he cannot manage this, he should say: ‘Thou Who 

Art Majestic on high, Who Abidest in might, Thou Art peace and Thy Name is peace. 

May it be Thy Will to Bestow peace on us.’” 

 

Even though the Talmud seems to make invoking such a prayer specifically dependent upon an 

individual experiencing a certain type of dream (Bi’ur Halacha rationalizes that since Yom Tov does not 

occur that frequently, it is inevitable that everyone must have had at least one disturbing dream 

between the last occurrence of Birchat Kohanim and this one [!]), it would appear that the prayer has 

become standardized as part of the Birchat Kohanim ritual when one looks at widely-used Siddurim. 

ArtScroll (pp. 696, 698), Koren (pp. 823, 825) and Rinat Yisrael (p. 402) all list the prayer immediately 

after the first two verses of the Blessing, along with instructions that it is to be recited during the time 

that the Kohanim sing a Niggun prior to the last words, “VeYishmerecha” and “Vichuneka”.18 A different 

prayer, “Yehi Ratzon”19 appears in these Siddurim for recitation before the final word of the third verse, 

“Shalom.” 

                                                           
14 In BaMidbar 12, after Miriam bad-mouthed Moshe to their brother Aharon, she was smitten with Tzora’at 
(BaMidbar 12:10). Only after a brief prayer uttered by Moshe was she eventually cured after seven days of 
isolation (Ibid. 14-5). 
15 King Chizkiyahu becomes ill in II a Melachim 20:1. God Relents and Gives him a reprieve of fifteen years by 
Allowing him to recover due to the sincerity with which he prayed and pleaded for his life (Ibid. 5-6).  
16 II Melachim 2:21-2 describes how one of the first miracles performed by Elisha to demonstrate that he would 
now take the place of his departed mentor Eliyahu, was sweetening the waters of Yericho.  
17 Despite the prophet Bila’am trying the curse the Jewish people in accordance with the mandate that he received 
from Balak, the Moabite King (BaMidbar 22:6). HaShem Confounded the plan, and instead of curses, only blessings 
for the Jewish people were pronounced by Bila’am (23:5). 
18 The Siddurim note that when Yom Tov coincides with Shabbat, the prayer Ribono Shel Olam is not said (nor do 
the Kohanim sing their Niggun). This is explained by Mishna Berura on Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 130, #4: 

…And when Birchat Kohanim takes place on Yom Tov that coincides with Shabbat, the “Ribon” is not said 
because one does not say personal supplications on Shabbat, unless a person actually had a disturbing 
dream on that very night. 

19 May it be Your Will, Lord, my God and God of my fathers, that You Act for the sake of Your simple, sacred 
Kindness and great Compassion, and for the Purity of Your great, mighty and awesome Name of twenty-two letters 
derived from the verses of the Priestly Blessing spoken by Aharon and his sons, Your holy People May You Be close 
to me when I Call You. May You Hear my prayer, plea and cry, as you did the cry of Yaakov, Your perfect one, who 
was called “a plain man” (Beraishit 25:27). May You Grant me and all the members of my household our food and 
our sustenance, generously not meagerly, honestly not otherwise, with satisfaction not pain, from your generous 
hand, just as You Gave  a portion of bread to eat and clothes to wear to Yaakov, our father, (Ibid. 28:20)  who was 
called a “plain man.” May we find love, grace, kindness and compassion in Your Sight and in the eyes of all who see 
us. May my words in service to You be Heard, as You Granted Yosef, Your righteous one, at the time when he was 
robed by his father in a cloak of fine wool (Ibid. 37:3), that he find grace, kindness and compassion in Your Sight 
and in the eyes of all who saw him. May You Do wonders and miracles with me, and a sign for good. Grant me 
success in my paths, and Set in my heart understanding that I may understand, discern and fulfill all the words of 
Your Tora’s teachings and mysteries. Save me from errors and purify my thoughts and my heart to serve You and 
be in awe of You. Prolong my days…in joy and happiness with much strength and peace. Amen. Sela. (Since this is 
also a supplication—see fn. 18—it would similarly be omitted when Yom Tov occurs on Shabbat.) 
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Verses recited by the congregation at the same time as the Kohanim are blessing them. 

 While one could rationalize and claim that since the prayers “Ribono Shel Olam” and “Yehi 

Ratzon” are not recited by the congregation at the same time that the Kohanim are pronouncing their 

blessing, but rather only when they are singing their Niggun, the same cannot be said about the verses 

that appear in the ArtScroll and Koren Siddurim next to each word of Birchat Kohanim.  

 

 A disagreement regarding the recitation of verses by the congregation during the time that the 

Priests are blessing them already appears in the Talmud. After noting that certain verses were recited by 

the Tzibbur during the time that Birchat Kohanim was taking place: 

 

Sota 39b-40a 

While the Kohanim are blessing the people (in the most common setting, i.e., towards the end 

of the repetition of the Shacharit Amida) what do the latter say? —  

 R. Zeira declared in the name of R. Chisda: (Tehillim 103:20 ff.) “Bless the Lord, 

ye Angels of His, ye Mighty in strength … Bless the Lord, all ye His Hosts, ye 

Ministers of His that do His Pleasure. Bless the Lord, all ye His Works, in all 

places of His Dominion. Bless the Lord, O my soul.”   

What do they say (during the Benediction) in the additional service of the Sabbath?20—  

 R. Assi declared: (Ibid. 134:1 ff.) “A Song of Ascents, Behold, bless ye the Lord, 

 all ye Servants of the Lord … Lift up your hands in holiness and bless ye the 

 Lord.”  (Ibid. 135:21) ”Blessed be the Lord Out of Zion, Who Dwelleth at 

 Jerusalem. Praise ye the Lord.”… 

What do they say in the afternoon service of a fast-day?21 —  

 R. Acha b. Yaakov declared: (Yirmiya 14:7 ff.) “Though our iniquities testify 

 against us, work Thou for Thy Name's Sake … O Thou Hope of Israel, the Saviour 

 thereof in the time of trouble, why shouldest Thou Be as a sojourner in the 

 land … Why shouldest Thou Be  as a man astonished, as a mighty man that 

 cannot save? etc.”  

What do they say in the concluding service of the Day of Atonement?  —  

 Mar Zutra declared — according to another version, there is a teaching to this 

 effect :—(Tehillim 128:4 ff.) “Behold, thus shall the man be blessed that feareth 

 the Lord. The Lord shall Bless thee out of Zion, and thou shalt see the good of 

 Jerusalem all the days of thy life. Yea, thou shalt see thy children's children. 

 Peace be upon Israel.”  

 

                                                           
20 Apparently, the set of verses recited by the congregation in association with the Blessing of the Priests varied 
from prayer context to prayer context. 
21 The reason given for why even in places or according to custom where Birchat Kohanim is recited daily, this is 
only done at Shacharit, but not at Mincha, is because it is likely that the Kohanim might be inebriated later in the 
day, precluding them from participating in the practice. On fast days, when it is incumbent upon everyone neither 
to eat nor drink, such a fear is not relevant. The common practice on Simchat Tora to have Birchat Kohanim take 
place during the reader’s repetition of Shacharit rather than Musaf is similarly due to the expectation that 
Kohanim will make Kiddush once they receive their Aliyot during the reading of the Tora when everyone in the 
synagogue is called up during the course of completing the book of Devarim.    
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the Talmud then considers at what point are these verses actually recited during the bestowal of the 

ritual Blessing, and notes that there was considerable disagreement among the Rabbis: 

 

 Where did they say these verses? —  

R. Yosef answered: Between each Benediction22 (therefore like the prayers “Ribono Shel Olam” 

and “Yehi Ratzon” the recitation of the verses did not take place simultaneously with the 

Blessings themselves.) 

R. Sheshet answered: At the mention of the Divine Name23 (according to this view, there could 

have been overlap between the Blessings and the verses.) 

 R. Mari and R. Zevid differ on this matter;   

one said: A verse (by the congregation is to be recited) simultaneously with a  

 verse (by the Kohanim) (there couldn’t be more overlap than according 

 to this view),  

  while the other said: (The congregation recites) the whole (all of the suggested  

   verses)  for each verse (by the Kohanim) (again, a direct overlap).  

 

And, as if in response to the growing realization that the effect of the Blessing might be significantly 

dissipated if the people are reciting more and more verses simultaneously with the Kohanim, rather 

than paying full attention to the content of the Blessing being pronounced over them, the following 

debate over the issue is then recorded in the Talmud: 

 

R. Chiya b. Abba said: Whoever recites them (the verses) outside the Temple simply 

errs. (Perhaps the thinking is that since within the Temple, where is a greater 

chance of being positively influenced by the overall spiritual atmosphere, there 

is less danger that the Kohanim’s Blessing will be drowned out, if not outrightly 

ignored.) 

R. Chanina b. Papa said: Know that even in the Temple it is unnecessary to recite them; 

 for is there a servant whom one blesses without his listening! (This Amora’s 

 concern is that it would be deeply disrespectful if a lesser person [in this case, 

 the Jewish people] being blessed by a greater one [HaShem, via the Kohanim] 

 would give any less than his full  attention to the greater individual’s words.) 

R. Acha b. Chanina said: Know that even outside the Temple it is necessary to recite 

them; for is there a servant whom one blesses without his face brightening!  

(The counter-argument, justifying the common practice of reciting verses during 

the actual Blessing, maintains that to simply remain passive in the face of such 

an overwhelming spiritual experience would be inappropriate, and that 

                                                           
22 24 The Lord Bless thee, and Keep thee; A verse is recited. 
25 The Lord Make His Face to shine upon thee, and Be gracious unto thee; A verse is recited. 
26 The Lord Lift up His Countenance upon thee, and Give thee peace. A verse is recited. 
23 24 The Lord A verse is recited. Bless thee, and Keep thee;  
25 The Lord A verse is recited. Make His Face to shine upon thee, and Be gracious unto thee;  
26 The Lord A verse is recited. Lift up His Countenance upon thee, and Give thee peace.  
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responding with appropriate verses from TaNaCh is the manner in which the 

Jewish people demonstrate their gratefulness to God for Taking an interest in 

them.) 

R. Abbahu said: At first I used to recite them; but when I saw that R. Abba of Acco did 

not recite them I also did not. (This anecdote constitutes the Talmud’s last word 

on this subject, seeming to weigh in on the side of at least R. Chiya b. Abba, if 

not R. Chanina b. Papa, and against R. Acha b. Chanina.) 

Yet when we turn to the recorded Halacha, we find a sharp disconnect between the 

recommended practice, and what the people commonly do during Birchat Kohanim:  

 

Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 128:26 

At the time that they bless, one should not recite any verse, but rather be silent and 

focus upon the blessing. 

RaMA 

Nevertheless, now when the Kohanim draw the process out a great deal by their 

singing,24 the custom is to also say the verses… But it is better that they not be said. 

 

Mishna Berura #102 d.h. Ein Lomar (commenting on the Shulchan Aruch). 

For is there a servant whom one blesses without his listening? (R. Chanina b. Papa) 

 

Ibid. #103 d.h. SheLo LeAmram (commenting on the RaMA). 

And so have written the Achronim (the later Poskim) that this is the proper opinion. And 

the Magen Avraham and the TaZ wrote that those who wish to recite them, should say 

them during the time that the Shliach Tzibbur is calling out the words for the Kohanim 

(to repeat, thereby not overlapping the pronouncements of the Kohanim themselves). 

Eliyahu Rabba is not sure even if this is proper. And the custom of the GRA was not to 

say them. And it is all the more important not to recite these verses out loud, as the 

masses do, particularly those who recite a verse for each word of the Blessing. And this25 

is a mistake and such a custom is not mentioned in any place.26 

                                                           
24 This appears to me to be a “chicken-and-egg problem,” i.e., is the singing of the Kohanim the catalyst for the 
people reciting the verses because they become impatient, or in order that the people be able to recite the verses, 
do the Kohanim sing their Niggunim, or has this practice also evolved over time? 
25 It is not clear what the “mistake” is: to recite the verses out loud, or to recite the verses at all! 
26 R. Isaiah Wohlgemuth who for years gave a course entitled “Bei’ur Tefilla” at the Maimonides School in Boston, 
said the following about the issue of reciting verses during Birchat Kohanim:  

In most prayer books, there are verses printed alongside each word of the priestly blessing. There is a 

difference of opinion on whether congregants should recite these verses. The verses are printed in the 

prayer book because they are discussed in the Talmud (Note: The Talmud discusses verses to be 

associated with each of the three blessings, but not for each word of the Priestly Blessing which is what is 

printed in the ArtScroll and Koren Siddurim.) My opinion, based on the Gemora, is not to say them, but 

just listen to the Kohanim. By saying them when we are supposed to be listening to the Priestly Blessing, 

we act as though we are turning our backs on the Kohanim and having a conversation with somebody 

else. During the Priestly Blessing, we expect the Kohamin to be the instrument through which God’s 
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 When we look at how Birchat Kohanim is printed in Siddurim, we note that, just as in the case 

of the recitation of “Elokai Netzor” vis-à-vis “Asher Yatzar,” at least according to how ArtScroll prints 

these morning Blessings, the recommendation of the Mishna Berura is ignored, the same is true 

regarding the verses recited by the congregation during the Kohanim’s Blessing, not only for ArtScroll, 

but for Koren27 as well.28   

 

Two diametrically opposed explanations for the common practice of reciting verses and supplications 

during Birchat Kohanim. 

Ismar Elbogen, in his classic work on the history of Jewish liturgy,29 is not terribly sympathetic, to 

say the least, regarding the evolution of the practice to recite verses and prayers during Birchat 

Kohanim, placing himself squarely in the camp of R. Chanina b. Papa and the decisors that follow his 

lead:  

 

Since the congregation did not wish to remain idle during the Blessing, certain verses 

were designated for them to recite while the priests were pronouncing it. But the 

Amoraim were divided as to how these verses were to be recited, because they did not 

want the priestly blessing to be interrupted in an unseemly way; some wished to 

eliminate the verses altogether. “Can there be a servant who does not listen when his 

master blesses him?” (Yerushalmi Berachot 1:1-2, 2c; Sota 39b ff.) 

The introduction of numerous verses led to the unfortunate consequence that by the 

post-Talmudic period, the congregation had a verse for every single word that the 

priests pronounced. Distinguished authorities admonished the congregations to say the 

verses only while the precenter was calling out the words, and to listen in silence when 

the priests repeated them; but the hubbub of the verses drowned out the words of the 

Blessing despite of all reproaches.    

Another equally bad and equally severe practice arose from the terror of nightmares 

common to Babylonia. An Amora advised if one had forgotten his dream, he should 

stand before the Priests during the Blessing and pray that it should have been a good 

                                                           
Blessing is channeled to us, so we should just concentrate on the words of the blessing as we receive 

them and not recite them ourselves.   

  A Guide to Jewish Prayer, transcribed A. Reichert, pub. J. Robinson, pp. 199-200. 
27 Rinat Yisrael omits mention of any verses, but as pointed out earlier, does include “Ribono Shel Olam” and “Yehi 
Ratzon.” 
28 Here is the list of verses that appear next to each word of Birchat Kohanim in these Siddurim: 

 תהילים קלד:ג יברכך   סז:ב תהילים יאר כד:ה  משלי ג:ד תהילים ישא
 ח:י תהילים ה'  שמות לד:ו ה'  ישעי' לג:ב ה'

 שם טז:א וישמרך תהילים כה:טז פניו תהילים קב:ג פניו
  שם כה:א אליך שם קכג:א אליך

  שם קכג:ב ויחנך במדבר ו:כז וישם

   דברי הימים א' כט:יא לך

   ישעיה' נז:יט שלום

 
29 Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, trans. Raymond Scheindlin, JPS, Philadelphia, 1993, pp. 63-4 
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one, or that God in His Mercy Turn it into a good  one. He should conclude his prayer 

together with the Priestly Blessing so that the congregation’s Amen would apply to his 

as well (Berachot 55b). This prayer too was eventually attached to the Priestly Blessing 

and all the worshippers recited it, not just once, but at the end of each of the Blessing’s 

three verses. In a later period, under the influence of the Kabbala, a much longer prayer 

was introduced at the end of the third verse, of the blessing “Yehi Ratzon”, and oddly 

enough it was connected with the Divine Name of 22 letters that emerges from the 

verses of the Priestly Blessing. All these bad practices were possible only because the 

priests no longer recited the blessing, but sang it, drawing the melodies out at length. 

But in this way, the original significance of the prayer was completely lost.  This was one 

of the reasons that it aroused extreme opposition in the modern period, frequently 

leading to its elimination or simplification. (This is a reference to the Haskala and the 

Reform movement.) 

 R. Joseph Soloveitchik30 suggests a more empathetic explanation for the congregational practice 

of reciting verses during Birchat Kohanim,31 and explicitly ratifies the position of R. Acha b. Chanina. He 

cites various indications that the moment of when the Priests bless the people constitutes an experience 

of Divine Revelation. Therefore:  

Whenever a person stands in God’s Presence, whenever he senses the luster of the 

Shechina, he must engage in Shira (joyful song)… 

The Jewish people cannot be silent when the Priests who are God’s own Emissaries, 

pronounce the Blessing. We must demonstrate our gratitude by reciting verses of praise 

and thanksgiving to our Master. This is the intent of the above-mentioned Gemora, “for 

is there a servant whom one blesses without his face brightening!” 

Conclusion. 

  It should be apparent that just because a Siddur prints a certain prayer or verses in a certain 

place, does not necessarily mean that it is universally accepted that this is the way that one should 

conduct himself. Issues having to do with prayer have to be studied thoroughly like any other important 

topic, and if one cannot find a Siddur that incorporates his preferred perspective, he might need to 

either include, omit or change the order of the prayers that are presented in a given Siddur or Bencher.  

  

   

 

 

                                                           
30 As presented by Avishai David, “Naso: The Priestly Blessing as Hashra’at HaShechinah” in Darosh Darash Yosef: 
Discourses of Rav Yosef Dov HaLevi Soloveitchik on the Weekly Parashah, Urim, Jerusalem, 2011. 
31 The Rav’s approach reminds me of a hypothesis presented by his son, the historian Chaim Soloveitchik, who 
approaches the Ba’alei Tosafot as never criticizing Jewish practice, but always looking for justifications for what 
they are doing, even when ostensibly it appears as if they are ignoring important Halachic principles.  


