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Shabbat Prayer 18   

“Yekum Purkan”: Intended to be Highly Familiar,  

Yet Expressed in a Language that Today is Anything But 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Kol Mevaser, Chanuka 5711 

 

 One of the Shabbat transitionary prayers between the Tora reading and the Musaf service   are 

the three paragraphs known by the opening words, “Yekum Purkan” (lit. May deliverance arise) (Koren, 

pp. 514-7.) It is at this point that the Shliach Tzibbur (the leader of the public service who has been 

appointed by the congregation) who will soon  be repeating the Mussaf Silent Devotion, takes over from 

those orchestrating the Tora reading portion of the Shabbat services. The three paragraphs of “Yekum 

Purkan” articulate prayers on behalf of:  

  

 a. the religious, educational and judicial leaders of Jewish communities throughout the world,  

b. the entire membership of the immediate congregation gathered together on this Shabbat    

morning,  

c. the lay leadership and volunteers of all such congregations who provide the leadership and 

services that enable each Jewish community to function and thrive in an exemplary manner.  

 

 The first two paragraphs of Yekum Purkan, summarized in a. and b. above, are particularly 

notable for the language in which they are composed, i.e., Aramaic. Most prayers that comprise the 

traditional prayer service are in Hebrew, including the third of the Yekum Purkan paragraphs, with only 

very few notable exceptions:  

 

a.  the various forms of Kaddish:  

  1. the Rabbi’s Kaddish (Koren pp. 56-9);  

  2. the mourner’s Kaddish (Ibid., pp. 60-1);  

  3. the reader’s Kaddish—“half” (Ibid., pp. 86-7) and “full” (Ibid., pp. 176-7.)    

b.  “Berich Shemai”—the paragraph associated with the removal of the Tora from the Ark on 

those days when the Tora is read publicly, i.e., Shabbat morning and afternoon, Monday and 

Thursday mornings, festival mornings, fast day mornings and afternoons (Ibid., pp. 158-9.) 

c.  Portions of the “U’Va LeTziyon” prayer—recited following the repetition of the Silent 

Devotion on weekday mornings and prior to the Tora reading and the Amida on Shabbat and 

festival afternoons (Ibid., pp. 172-3.)  

 

 In light of how few standard Jewish prayers are composed in Aramaic, the reason why these 

four specific examples should be preserved in a language that while once serving as the Jewish lingua 

franca, virtually no Jews converse in it today, is curious. Tosafot on Berachot 3a, op. cit. “VeOnin Yeheh 

Shmai HaGadol Mevorach” offers two explanations for why Kaddish, and by inference the other prayers 
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listed above, including two thirds of “Yekum Purkan,” have been preserved in the Siddur in their Aramaic 

formats:  

 

…Concerning what the “world says” (the common, non-specialist, folk explanation) that 

the reason why Kaddish is recited in Aramaic is because since it is a beautiful prayer full 

of great praise,1 it was established in Aramaic (lit. the language of the Targum) in order 

that the angels not be able to understand it2 and as a result (were they to be “able” to 

understand the prayer if it would be recited in Hebrew) would be “jealous” of us,3  

                                                           
1
 The opening lines of Kaddish: 

Glorified and sanctified be God's great name throughout the world which He has created according to His 
Will. May He establish His kingdom in your lifetime and during your days, and within the life of the entire 
House of Israel, speedily and soon; and say, Amen. 
May His Great Name be blessed forever and for all eternity.  
Blessed and praised, glorified and exalted, extolled and honored, adored and lauded be the Name of the 
Holy One, Blessed Be He, beyond all the blessings and hymns, praises and consolations that are ever 
spoken in the world; and say, Amen… 
 http://www.ou.org/news/article/kaddish  

2 From THOUGHTS ON THE DAILY DAF (In this instance, Shabbat 12b) presented by Kollel Iyun Hadaf of 

Har Nof, Rosh Kollel: Rav Mordecai Kornfeld 

 http://www.shemayisrael.co.il/dafyomi2/shabbos/insites/sh-dt-012.htm 

[II] WHY DON'T ANGELS KNOW ARAMAIC?  

QUESTION: In light of Tosfos' question,  
 (Shabbat 12b— 

Gemora: When we would follow R. Eliezer when he would look in on a sick person, sometimes he would 
say, “HaMakom Yifkadcha BeShalom” (in Hebrew) and sometimes he would say, “Rachmana Yadkirnach 
LiShelam” (the same sentiment, i.e., “God should Remember you in peace,” expressed in Aramaic.) How 
could he do this? Didn’t R. Yehuda say: A person should never ask for his needs in Aramaic? And R. 
Yochanan would say: Anyone who makes his requests in Aramaic, the serving angels will not respond to 
him, because the serving angels do not recognize the Aramaic language! It is different (in the case of an ill 
individual) because the Divine Presence is with him (and therefore it does not matter whether or not the 
angels are privy to the prayers.) 
Tosafot, “The serving angels do not recognize the Aramaic language.” 
Except for Gavriel about whom it is stated in Sota 33a, “That the master said: Gavriel came and taught 
him (Yosef, who needed to be multi-lingual in order to qualify for the position of Chief Assistant to 
Pharoah) seventy languages to Yosef (and it is assumed that Aramaic was among these languages.) And 
this idea (that most serving angels do not understand Aramaic) is puzzling, since they are believed to 
understand all of the thoughts in any person’s heart, how is it possible that they would not understand 
Aramaic (since if this is the language that some use for speech, they typically think in that language as 
well!) (See for example Beraishit 18:12-5 where despite Sara having “laughed” internally, she is 
challenged by the angel spokesperson for having “laughed” at all.) 

how are we to understand the Gemara? Why don't the angels understand Aramaic, if they understand (human) 
thought? (If thought is an even more esoteric form of human formulation of desires and feelings, and angels 
comprehend it, it is illogical to assume that they would be unable to comprehend a more overt form of human 
expression, using the vocabulary of a particular language.) 
(a) Perhaps Tosfos is incorrect, and the angels do not understand thoughts (as many Acharonim assert…) 
(b) The RA'AVAD (TAMIM DE'IM, cited by the Gilyon ha'Shas) suggests that even though the angels understand 
thoughts and therefore they understand prayers that are recited in Aramaic, Hashem does not want the angels to 
advocate for prayers that were recited in Aramaic, lest the people start using that language for their prayers and 

http://www.ou.org/news/article/kaddish
http://www.shemayisrael.co.il/dafyomi2/shabbos/insites/sh-dt-012.htm


3 

 

 this does not make sense since there are several beautiful prayers that are said 

(nevertheless) in Hebrew.  

But rather it makes more sense in accordance with what is stated in Sota 49a “The world 

does not remain in existence without the “Order of Holiness”4 and “Yehai Shemai 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
not use Lashon ha'Kodesh (Hebrew.) (According to the Ra'avad, this would also apply to the vernacular, no matter 
which language it may be. However, if a person is not able to pray in Lashon ha'Kodesh the angels would help him, 
since he is not rejecting Lashon ha'Kodesh by choice.)  
(c) The ROSH (Berachos 2:2) and the RA'AVAD (also in TAMIM DE'IM) suggest that the angels do understand 
Aramaic, since they understand thoughts, but it is a repulsive language to them because it is a perversion of 
Lashon ha'Kodesh, the holy language. They therefore do not advocate on behalf of someone who prays in Aramaic.  
(d) The ROSH and RA'AVAD (ibid.) mention another explanation. The angels only listen to Lashon ha'Kodesh and 
no other language. The Gemara mentions Aramaic because one might have thought that the angels do listen to 
prayers recited in Aramaic because it closely resembles Lashon ha'Kodesh. Therefore, the Gemara says that the 
angels do not listen even to Aramaic… 

This article is provided as part of Shema Yisrael Torah Network. Permission is granted to redistribute 

electronically or on paper, provided that this notice is included intact. For information on subscriptions, 

archives, and other Shema Yisrael Classes, send mail to daf@shemayisrael.co.il  
3
 The assumption that there are angels who are resentful of human beings in general and the Jewish people in 

particular, is reflected in any number of statements within the Rabbinic tradition. A source that focuses specifically 

upon the difference between the songs of praise offered to God by the angels in contrast to those uttered by the 

Jews, as well as God’s Preference of the latter over the former,  is found in the following passage in the Talmud: 

Chullin 91b 

The Rabbis taught: The Jews are more dear before the Holy One, Blessed Be He, than the serving angels, 

since Israel mentions God’s Name after (only) two words, as it is said, (Devarim 6:4) “Shema Yisrael 

HaShem…” while the serving angels mention God’s Name after three words, as it is said, (Yeshaya 6:3) 

“Kadosh, Kadosh, Kadosh HaShem…” (The underlying premise of this passage is that the more 

comfortable and close one is to someone else, the less he has to try to win him over with praises before 

getting  to the substance of his communication. Therefore if fewer words are employed by the Jews in 

their introductory words, it is a sign of greater familiarity and endearment, something that will cause 

consternation to those who do not enjoy such privilege. The angels are depicted in Shabbat  88b as 

arguing that the Tora should be given to them rather than to human beings, invoking the prophetic 

passage (Tehillim 8:2,5) “Lord, our God, how awesome is Your Name throughout the earth, in that You 

Place Your Glory in the Heavens” (i.e., only if the Tora is kept in the Heavens rather than given to man will 

Your Glory best be served.) “What is man that You should Remember him and the descendent of Adam 

that You should Keep him in Mind?” 

In light of such a Rabbinic tradition, it is ironic that on Yom HaKippurim, many customs are explained as reflections 

of man aspiring to be like the angels—fasting, standing, wearing white, enunciating the line in Kriyat Shema, 

“Baruch Sheim Kevod Malchuto LeOlam VaEd” out loud instead of in a whisper, etc. Are these separate Rabbinic 

traditions, i.e., angelic resentment of man and man’s aspiring to be like angels, or do they coexist in a type of 

curious dialectic? 
4
 A reference to the portion of “U’Va LeTziyon” that cites Yeshayahu 6:3; Yechezkel 3:12 and Shemot 15:18, the 

verses that make up the Kedusha prayer recited both as part of the first blessing prior to  Kriyat Shema (Koren, pp. 

94-5) as well as during the repetition of the Silent Devotion (Koren, pp. 112-3,) but in the case of “U’Va LeTziyon,” 

each verse followed by its Aramaic translation (Koren, p. 173):  

 .צבקות מלא כל הארץ כבודו' וקרא זה אל זה ואמר קדוש קדוש קדוש ה

קדיש לעלם , קדיש על ארעא עובד גבורתה', ומקבלין דין מן דין ואמרין קדיש בשמי מרומא עלאה בית שכינתי 

 .צבקות מליא כל ארעא זיו יקרה' ולעלמי עלמיא ה 

mailto:daf@shemayisrael.co.il
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Rabba”5 that is recited after Aggadeta6 (homiletic interpretations of Tora). Since they 

were accustomed to recite Kaddish after the lesson concerning Aggadeta (the non-legal 

portion of the Oral Tradition,) and uneducated individuals were present and they didn’t 

all understand Hebrew, for this reason they established these prayers in Aramaic so that 

all would understand them since this was their language… 

 

While Tosafot’s second explanation accounts for the Aramaic of the various Kaddish’s as well as the 

portion of “U’Va LeTziyon” referred to earlier, it does not directly address the Aramaic of “Berich Shmai” 

or “Yekum Purkan,” except for the idea that whatever was formulated in Aramaic was considered of 

such significance, that a universal understanding of the passage on the part of even uneducated Jews 

was deemed necessary.7 Why might the first two paragraphs of “Yekum Purkan” have been considered 

worthy for such specialized focus and intention?  

 

 Perhaps an unsettling passage in the Talmud can shed light on our question: 

 

Pesachim 49b 

We have been taught that R. Akiva said: When I was uneducated (lit. “Am HaAretz”) I 

used to say, “If I get the opportunity to be in proximity with a Tora scholar, I would bite 

him like a donkey.” His students said to him, “Our teacher. Don’t you mean ‘like a dog’?” 

He said to them, “This one (the donkey) bites and breaks bone; this one bites and does 

not break bone.” 

 

R. Akiva, one of the greatest Tannaitic scholars of all time, began to study Tora at the advanced age of 

forty.8 The implication of his chilling anecdotal confession to his students is that the reason why he had 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 .ומוממק' ותשאני רוח ואשמע אחרי קול רעש גדול ברוך כבוד ה

 .מאתר בית שכינתה' רוחא ושמעית בתרי קל זיע סגיא דמשבחין ואמרין בריך יקרא דה ונטלתני 

 .ימלך לעלם ועד' ה

 .מלכותה קאם לעלם ולעלמי עלמיא' ה 
5
 While this is the response of the congregation to each of the recitations of the Kaddish, and therefore considered 

of even more importance than the rest of the Kaddish text, it is the Kaddish text, in the case of a completion of 

Tora study, specifically the Rabbis’ Kaddish, that is being singled out as contributing to the continuation of the 

existence of the world.  
6
 While the juxtaposition of Kaddish, in this case, the “full” reader’s Kaddish,  after “U’Va LeTziyon” during the 

week would minimally satisfy the requirement to study Tora and then praise God via the recitation of Kaddish, on 

Shabbat, when there was more time, it was expected that everyone attend the public Shiur given by the Rabbi, and 

this too would be followed by the Kaddish, specifically the Rabbi’s Kaddish.  
7
 This is certainly an historical anomaly in the sense that today, more Jews, even observant ones, comprehend 

prayers expressed in Hebrew more readily than those composed in Aramaic! In a parallel sense, Before printed 

translations of the Tora portion were readily available, the public Tora reading would be accompanied by a 

rendition of Targum Onkelos, the Aramaic translation of the Tora verses. Today, such a practice would be 

inordinately unhelpful with respect to more broadly promulgating an understanding of the Biblical verses being 

read.  
8
 See Avot D’Rabbi Natan, Chapt. 6. 
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not studied previously was not simply because  he was lazy, immature or uninterested, but that he also 

harbored deep resentment towards those who possessed high levels of learning. From some of his 

Halachic pronouncements, it appears that R. Akiva was deeply sensitive to the inequities in society,9 and 

perhaps harbored resentment toward the various elites, including at one point even scholars, from an 

early age. It is possible that the first two paragraphs of “U’Va LeTziyon” were therefore intended by their 

formulators to dispel the sense among some Jews, including, and perhaps particularly, the uneducated, 

that acquiring a sophisticated Tora education, or  attaching oneself  to an active organized Jewish 

community, is not the type of positive aspiration that each Jew should strive to achieve. The first 

paragraph singles out for blessing, and therefore implicit praise,  individuals in leadership positions—

Rabbis, teachers, heads of academies, communal leaders, judges, along with all their students and 

followers. The second paragraph moves on to include within this overall Divine Blessing the average 

individual, the children engaging in formative educational study10 as well as all those who proactively 

decide to participate in regular congregational life.  

 

 In Sanhedrin  105b, R. Aba bar Kehana infers from  Devarim 23:6 (“And the Lord your God 

Reversed on your behalf the curse into a blessing…”), where “Kellala” (curse) is written in the singular, 

that although the many curses that Bilaam had tried to apply to the Jewish people eventually did come 

true, there was one that HaShem would not Permit to ever take effect, i.e., the implied cessation of 

synagogues and study halls from Jewish culture and life.11 Jewish history has borne out that during times 

of persecution, schools and shuls had to go underground in order to continue to function, the 

persecutors astutely recognizing that by depriving Jews of prayer and study, their identity would be 

weakened and ultimately obliterated. Of course even if such institutional options are allowed to exist  

openly,  if Jews do not take advantage of them by  attending services, joining synagogues, participating 

in Shiurim, studying on their own, etc.,  this particular curse  will also de facto eventually come true, not 

as a result of destruction from without, but due to indifference from within. It is possible that the first 

two paragraphs of  “Yekum Purkan” were composed and preserved in Aramaic in order to try to get 

Jews to recognize how important these opportunities are. At a time when an increasing number of Jews 

no longer view Jewish organizational membership as a value and the sacrifices necessary for day schools 

to continue to function are  being questioned, “Yekum Purkan” probably should not only be recited in 

Aramaic, but in English as well.  

   

 

                                                           
9
 See e.g., Bava Kamma 90b. 

10
 Such an approach could account for the Aramaic “Brich Shemai” prayer as well. While the majority of this prayer 

is devoted to praising God, its specific references to Tora—“Before Whose glorious Tora I bow at all times”; 

“Whose Tora is truth”; “May it be Your Will to Open my heart to the Tora”—along with the timing of “Brich 

Shemai” to coincide with the removal of the Tora from the Ark in preparation to read the portion of the day, might 

be intended to advance the idea of not only the religious association between Divine Worship and Tora study, but 

also the ultimate value of such study in general for all people.  
11

 The Talmud assumes that of the various curses attempted by Bilaam in BaMidbar 23-4, the only one that was not 

Allowed by God to come to fruition was what was implied by BaMidbar 24:5 “How goodly are your tents—

(synagogues)--Yaakov, your tabernacles—(houses of Tora study)—Yisrael.” 


