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FROM THE RHINE VALLEY  
TO JEZREEL VALLEY

Innovative Versions of the Mourners’  
Kaddish in the Kibbutz Movement

DALIA MARX

Someone of our generation who loses a parent or a close friend—
suffers from two kinds of orphanhood, one through the loss of a 
dear one, and the second . . . because he has lost the forms of speech, 
the cherished expression and the spiritual heritage, through which 
his forebears used to convey their mourning . . . one orphanhood is 
the loss of a person, the second, the loss of tradition.

Uriel Tal, “Kaddish Yatom”

One can hardly imagine a prayer that evokes stronger emotional responses 
among Jews than the Mourners’ Kaddish. Some draw consolation from its the-
ology, many more are compelled and soothed by its familiarity and repeti-
tiveness, still others are alienated by its theological message. Yet few remain 
LQGLIIHUHQW�WR�WKH�.DGGLVK��DQG�HYHQ�WKH�ÀHUFHVW�DWKHLVWV�DPRQJ�P\�DFTXDLQ-
tances tremble at the sound of the words “Yitgadal ve-yitkadash shemeh 
raba.” One reaction to the Kaddish is that of the German Jewish poet Hein-
ULFK� +HLQH�� ZKR� FRQYHUWHG� WR� &KULVWLDQLW\�� :KHQ� KH� UHÁHFWHG� RQ� KLV� RZQ�
impending death, he wrote in his poem “Gedächtnisfeier” (commemoration): 
“Keinen Kadosch wird man sagen, / Nichts gesagt und nichts gesungen / Wird 
an meinen Sterbetagen” (No Kaddish will be recited / Nothing will be said or 
sung / on my dying days).1 Indeed, the Kaddish represents much more than its 
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OLWHUDO�PHDQLQJ��LW�KDV�FRPH�WR�EH�D�SRZHUIXO�V\PERO��UHJDUGOHVV�RI�LWV�RULJLQDO�
function and regardless of the wording or theology the prayer manifests.

After a brief description of the existential context that transformed an 
ancient prayer into a ritualized theological response to catastrophe that 
became the mourners’ prayer, I will turn to contemporary Israeli literary litur-
gical responses to this traditional prayer. I believe that the journey between 
two valleys, from the medieval Rhine to the contemporary Jezreel valley, may 
serve as a useful test case for liturgical innovations and may reveal a complex 
multifaceted Jewish religiosity.

7KH�.DGGLVK�SUD\HU�LV�PHQWLRQHG�E\�QDPH�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�LQ�*HRQLF�
sources,2 but it is probably much older. Some scholars, such as Ismar Elbo-
gen, date it to the Second Temple period.3 Originally, the Kaddish had no 
connection to death or grief. Joseph Heinemann has argued that it origi-
nated in the Bet ha-midrash (House of Study), not the synagogue and that its 
original historical and cultural context was as the concluding prayer after a 
sermon or Torah study.4 Unlike most other Jewish prayers, there are at least 
ÀYH�GLIIHUHQW�YHUVLRQV�RI�LW��DQG�LW�VHUYHV�GLIIHUHQW�OLWXUJLFDO�IXQFWLRQV�5 Yet 
the best known of all the Kaddish versions was the last to develop—Kaddish 
yatom (the Orphans’ Kaddish, or, as it is better known in English, the Mourn-
ers’ Kaddish). 

The Kaddish as a mourners’ prayer should be considered contextually 
within the variety of mourning and memorial liturgical and ritual innovations 
that followed the Crusader persecutions, beginning in 1096 in Ashkenaz. The 
devastation resulting from these cruel pogroms, brought upon the established 
and learned communities of the Rhineland, resulted in tremendous religious 
creativity.6 Among the innovations that served as responses to the persecu-
tions were the Yizkor (communal service for the dead),7 the Yahrzeit (a com-
memoration of the death anniversary), lighting candles for the deceased, 
a variety of lamentation hymns and the prayer Av ha-rahamim, a general 
requiem for martyrs.8 

The first known explicit connection between the Kaddish and mourn-
ing was made in the minor tractate Sofrim, dating to the eighth century.9 
However, at this stage, it was recited by the cantor and not the mourners, 
and there is no reason to assume that there was a specific version of the 
Kaddish designated for the mourners. There is a reference to the require-
ment for a boy to recite the Kaddish in the literature of the school of Rashi, 
dated from the eleventh to the mid-thirtieth centuries,10 but the explicit 
requirement for a mourner to say the Kaddish on behalf of his dead father 
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did not appear until the thirteenth century in Or zaru‘a, a legal compen-
dium composed by Rabbi Yitshak ben Moshe of Vienna, who wrote: “It is 
our custom here, in the land of Canaan [Bohemia], as well as it is the cus-
tom of the inhabitants of Rhineland, for an orphan to rise and recite the 
Kaddish after worshippers have finished reciting En Kelohenu. In France, 
however, I observed that they did not insist that the one who recites the 
Kaddish would be an orphan child or a child who has a father and mother. 
Our custom seems more reasonable, on account of the story of Rabbi Akiva” 
(Shabbat, 50). Following this, Rabbi Yitzhak cites an aggadic story of Rabbi 
Akiva, whose training of an orphan boy to recite the Kaddish was instru-
mental in saving his father from the sufferings of hell. This story appears 
in many versions, some of them older than the one in Or Zaru‘a, although 
this is the first time the Kaddish is specifically mentioned as a means for 
a child to rescue his dead father from the torments of the gehinom world 
of the dead.11 The popular theological notion that a son’s actions can ben-
efit his deceased father appears already in Amoraic literature, but it was 
largely ignored.12 Israel Ta-Shema argued that the concept gained popular-
ity in the Geonic period, but even then it was not unanimously accepted.13 
And as mentioned in Or Zaru‘a, there was a parallel custom to let a child 
recite the Kaddish, regardless of whether he was an orphan or has parents, 
in order to accustom him to lead the congregation.14

As an outcome of the Crusades, including the existence of many children 
who were orphans, it became the task of the survivors to recite a special ver-
VLRQ�RI�WKH�.DGGLVK³WKH�0RXUQHUV·�.DGGLVK��7KH�EHOLHI�WKDW�D�VRQ�FDQ�EHQHÀW�
his deceased father merged with the custom of allowing a child to recite the 
Kaddish. Consequently, the child symbolically took the place of his father in 
the congregation. 

The Kaddish seemed suitable for this purpose since it deals with the sanc-
WLÀFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�QDPH�RI�*RG�DQG�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�*RG·V�NLQJGRP�RQ�HDUWK�� ,Q�D�
catastrophic time, when the situation is uncertain and unstable, the desire 
for just rule and for the presence of God’s hand in the world may be felt as 
especially necessary. And there is more to the Kaddish than a response to the 
situation of the persecuted Ashkenazic communities. Death, in and of itself, is 
a highly traumatic experience for the survivors of the deceased, and probably 
every culture creates coping devices and means to deal with it. In our case, 
the unnatural death of so many Jews, including mass suicides and the killing 
of children by their own parents in order to avoid forced conversions,15 re-
quired a special religious response. And indeed their deaths were considered 
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Kiddush hashem��PDUW\UGRP��DQG�OLWHUDOO\��>GHDWK�IRU@�WKH�VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�
Name). According to this view, God’s presence in the world increases through 
WKH�PDUW\UV��7KLV�ZDV�D�ZD\�RI�ÀQGLQJ�FRQVRODWLRQ�DQG�JLYLQJ�PHDQLQJ�WR�WKH�
unprecedented martyrdom,16 as the Kaddish reiterates the desire for the mag-
QLÀFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�'LYLQH�QDPH�LQ�WKH�ZRXQGHG�ZRUOG��

0DJQLÀHG�DQG�VDQFWLÀHG�EH�+LV�*UHDW�1DPH
LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�WKDW�+H�FUHDWHG�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�+LV�ZLOO�
$QG�PD\�+H�(VWDEOLVK�+LV�.LQJGRP�������

�uz�{§�A|� ±�̈ ��u {� {¦ �©~ �� ���u {�u {� �©~ �

A |©B¡�§~���z§ ����u ~���z���z¡u ��

a�a�a�A |©B��� {�����~� ��{ �� �

As mentioned, the traumatic events in medieval Ashkenaz gave rise to the cre-
ation of the Mourners’ Kaddish, the obligation of which was not only on or-
phans, but also on other immediate relatives: parents, spouses, and siblings. 
Consequently, far from its denotative meaning and from its original use, the 
.DGGLVK�EHFDPH�À[HG�LQ�WKH�-HZLVK�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�DV�WKH�SUD\HU�RI�PRXUQHUV��

The Mourners’ Kaddish in Israel
The historian and thinker Uriel Tal (1926–84) notes a connection between 
the alienation of the members of the nation as a nation and the status of the 
individual mourner in isolation. Tal begins his article on the Mourners’ Kad-
dish with the heart-wrenching words quoted in the epigraph for this article. 
People “of our generation” experience alienation and loneliness not only 
as a result of the loss of someone beloved, but they are also separated from 
their heritage and cannot turn to it for support when facing a personal trag-
edy. “Our silence” (as a result of the lack of a vocabulary of grief), Tal writes, 
“is deafening.”17

This situation in Israel can partly be explained by the polarization with 
regard to religion between the “religious” (namely Orthodox and ultra-Ortho-
dox) and the so-called “secular,”18 with a minority of non-Orthodox religious 
communities in between. This polarization makes the mere entrance into a 
synagogue (any synagogue) a political act. Many Israelis shy away from any 
expression of Jewish religiosity, since they connect it with rejection of moder-
nity, disrespect for democratic values, and religious coercion and corruption.19 
This being said, it seems that Israelis do turn to religious ceremonies when 
it comes to lifecycle events (and to a lesser extent, annual holy day obser-
vances), especially when facing death. Unlike other life ceremonies that can 
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be planned, death, in most cases, requires a quick response. Death generally 
ÀQGV� WKH�JULHYLQJ� IDPLO\�XQSUHSDUHG��QR�PDWWHU�KRZ�SUHGLFWDEOH� WKH�GHDWK�
may have been. The chaotic nature of death causes many people to seek the 
security of structure and prescribed protocol. 

It is interesting that the very need that created the Mourners’ Kaddish 
LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH�LQ�PHGLHYDO�*HUPDQ\�LV�E\�DQG�ODUJH�RSHUDWLYH�LQ�DQ�HQWLUHO\�
different context in modern Israel. Secular Israelis turn to traditional funeral 
forms and especially to the recitation of the Kaddish. Among other respon-
sible factors might be the fact that funerals are dominated by an Orthodox 
religious institution, since religious life in Israel is regulated through the 
Orthodox Chief Rabbinate. A ceremony that is meant to be a meaningful rite 
of passage turns out to be awkward and exclusive, and in many cases funer-
als feel alien and alienating. Private funerals in private cemeteries are pos-
VLEOH�EXW�YHU\�H[SHQVLYH��DQG�PRVW�,VUDHOLV�DUH�LQVXIÀFLHQWO\�LQIRUPHG�DERXW�
them.

There is a discrepancy between the dependence upon the Kaddish and the 
fact that people do not understand its theology or even its simple meaning and 
pronunciation. The journalist Benny Ziffer wrote about the embarrassing situ-
ation in which a son,20 who had just lost a parent, received a laminated card 
with the words of the Kaddish on it from the burial society person and was 
helpless in dealing with it: 

>7KH�VRQ�ORRNV@�OLNH�VRPHRQH�ZKR�PXVW�GHFLSKHU�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�LQ�
his life a hieroglyphic inscription. He begins to mumble the words 
and to stumble over every possible Aramaic obstacle, . . . every word 
on the cardboard looks like a train of meaningless letters, whose cars 
piercingly bump into each other. Only toward the end, when the 
Kaddish comes closer to Hebrew, the ashamed man, who failed the 
UHDGLQJ�RI�WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�WHVW��ÀQGV�FRQVRODWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�VHQWHQFH��
“May the One who makes peace in His lofty heavens . . . ”21 which 
every Israeli, even the most secular, remembers from the song Yigal 
%DVKDQ�VDQJ�DW�WKH�ÀUVW�&KDVVLGLF�6RQJ�)HVWLYDO�LQ������22

Ziffer, “a completely secular person,” as he refers to himself, understands the 
Kaddish as a “great poetic text that everyone should know” and calls upon 
Israelis to learn the Kaddish in order to understand it and to be able to recite 
it properly when needed.23 



128 DALIA MARX

The vast majority of the Jewish prayers are in Hebrew, the Israeli vernacu-
lar (albeit formulated in an older and loftier linguistic register). Israelis can read 
them without the need for translation. The Kaddish, however, is composed in 
Aramaic, a foreign language. Linguistically, Aramaic is indeed the closest lan-
guage to Hebrew, but the words of the Kaddish sound foreign to the Israeli ear, 
so that the natural sense of alienation (caused by death itself) increases due to 
the alienation from the text.24 There was some experimentation with reciting 
the Kaddish in Hebrew but, as far as I know, it never worked in the long run. 
People longed for the mantra-like rhythm of the undecipherable words, treat-
ing them as a chant. When it comes to language and religiosity, the Kaddish puts 
Israelis in the same place as their siblings in the Diaspora.25 

The Kaddish is chanted, along with the memorial prayer El male rahamim, 
DW�HYHU\�RIÀFLDO�PHPRULDO�FHUHPRQ\� IRU� WKH�+RORFDXVW�RU� ,VUDHOL�)DOOHQ�6RO-
diers and Victims of Terrorism on Remembrance Days. It is usually a moving 
moment at these ceremonies, but unlike other elements, these two prayers 
DUH�D�À[HG�SDUW�RI� WKH�VHUYLFH�� UHFLWHG�E\�D�PLOLWDU\�FDQWRU��QRW�E\� WKRVH� LQ�
attendance.

As an example of liturgical reactions to the Kaddish, I will turn to a dis-
cussion of the ways in which this prayer has been dealt with in the Kibbutz 
0RYHPHQW��,�ZLOO�FRQÀQH�P\VHOI�WR�WH[WV�WKDW�ZHUH�FRPSRVHG�IRU�DFWXDO�OLWXU-
gical use, and will not deal with poems or other means of expression. It is my 
contention that by composing and using new versions of the Kaddish, with a 
drastically changed theology, the kibbutz members took ownership of their 
religiosity and control of their mourning. 

The Kaddish Prayer in the Kibbutz Movement
One of the main arenas in which Israeli ritual creativity has taken place is 
the Kibbutz Movement, which used to be the vanguard of the socialist, secu-
lar State of Israel in its early years. Some of the more creative expressions of 
Israeli spirituality nested within the gates of the kibbutzim. The kibbutzim 
took charge of the social and cultural life of their members. To this day, some 
of the most interesting and groundbreaking Israeli ritual innovations have 
strong roots in the kibbutzim. Treatment of mourning and grief is no excep-
tion to this rule.26 

I will outline now three somewhat blended yet distinct stages of the uses 
of the Kaddish in kibbutz funerals and memorial events in general: spontane-
LW\�DQG�VLOHQFH��FUHDWLYH�DGDSWDWLRQV�RI�WKH�SUD\HU��DQG�UHWUHDW�WR�WUDGLWLRQ�
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Spontaneity and Silence
The early kibbutz funerals were not marked by formal structure. Most of 
the members were young, and were not generally related to one another by 
family. The kibbutz project began, for the most part, with a total rejection 
of religious ritual and religious symbols,27 yet members were soon engaged 
in spontaneous experimentation with rituals of grief. Nehama Zitser tells of 
the death of Yitshak Turner, a young man of the Ha-shomer movement in 
1915. She describes the despair and helplessness of his young friends. At a 
certain moment one member got up and began to hum the Hora to himself. 
Gradually he raised his voice and eventually got up on his feet and began 
dancing. Little by little, all the members joined him, singing and dancing. 
He encouraged them, saying: “Hey, hey, friends, Turner didn’t want tears, 
he wanted life and growth.” They ceased dancing at dawn, when they had 
to go to work.28

Still, many funerals were marked by silence, no prayers or eulogies being 
delivered.29 The following poem by Shalom Yosef Shapira (1904–90) may illus-
trate the “Temple of Silence” that the kibbutz members created: 

When a person dies . . . 

:KHQ�D�SHUVRQ30�GLHV�LQ�WKH�-H]UHHO�9DOOH\
7KH�VKHDYHV�ZLOO�EH�VLOHQW�
7KH�-H]UHHO�9DOOH\�LV�+RO\�RI�+ROLHV
$QG�QR�RQH�ZHHSV�LQ�WKH�+RO\�RI�+ROLHV�

:KHQ�QLJKW�GHVFHQGV�XSRQ�WKH�-H]UHHO�9DOOH\
7KH�VWDUV�ZLOO�VKLPPHU�
7KH\�DUH�WKH�PHPRULDO�OLJKWV�LQ�WKH�-H]UHHO�9DOOH\
IRU�WKRVH�IRU�ZKRP�WKHUH�LV�QR�´Kaddish.”31
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7KLV�ÀHUFH�SRHP�SURSRVHV�DQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�UHOLJLRVLW\³LQVWHDG�RI�-HUXVDOHP�DQG�
its (lost) Temple, the Jezreel valley is portrayed as the Holy of Holies, which 
requires restraint and self-discipline. No one is allowed to cry in the presence 
of the Sanctum Sanctorum. But the heavens and the stars in the sky lend them-
selves to serving as memorial candles for those for whom the Kaddish is not 
recited. 

The composer Yehudah Sharet (1901–79) of Kibbutz Yagur, in a letter 
from the 1920s, recalled the funeral of a young man called Shuster who 
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was killed in a work accident. He wrote: “No sob, no moan, no scream—a 
bleak orphanage, this is what our funerals will look like. The stillness of the 
mother and the lack of motherly crying, and nothing more. . . . It was as if 
the silence were a testimony to our uprootedness.”32 But the silence was also 
a deliberate choice. Aharon David Gordon (1856–1922), a spiritual leader of 
the pioneer Zionist movement, left the following will: “This is what I would 
do, and this is how I wish others would treat me [when I die]: those who wish 
to honor me shall honor me with silence. For at least one year, no one shall 
talk about me nor write a single word about me.”33 Silence was perceived as 
the proper response to the cruelty of death. But there were other nonverbal 
responses. The anthropologist Nissan Rubin notes two separate stages: the 
1910s, which were marked with song and dance, and the 1920s–50s, “a period 
of silence.”34

One may suggest that the lack of words of prayer in the kibbutz funerals 
was not a mere result of the so-called “secular” nature of the socialist settle-
ments but also due to the fact that the young members felt that they could not 
allow themselves to sink into paralyzing grief in the face of the death of many 
\RXQJ�SHRSOH��GXH�WR�GLVHDVH��FRQÁLFW�ZLWK�$UDEV��DFFLGHQWV��DQG�VXLFLGH��35 In a 
way, this was a renunciation of the self for the sake of self-discipline. The pio-
neers could not allow themselves to cease from their demanding daily routine 
and to be engulfed by sorrow.

Literary Creativity
The issue of death and mourning became more central in the 1960s when 
the founders of the kibbutzim began to pass away.36 Gradually, the silence 
at the funerals became unbearable. In the early sixties, Yitshak Tabenkin 
(1888–1971), one of the founders of the Kibbutz Movement, said in a private 
conversation that the poets and thinkers of the Kibbutz Movement should be 
DSSURDFKHG�LQ�RUGHU�WR�ÀQG�SRHWLF�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�´RXU�ORYH�RI�OLIHµ�LQ�D�QHZ�
version of the Kaddish.37 Soon enough, some new versions of the Kaddish 
were composed. I will present here four examples that represent diverse lit-
erary styles. 

Shortly after Tabenkin’s call, Zvi She’er (1904–87), an educator who also 
ZRUNHG�LQ�.LEEXW]�<DJXU·V�SODQWV��FRPSRVHG�WKH�ÀUVW�NQRZQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�YHU-
sion of the Kaddish.38 According to some testimonies, he did so as a response 
to the unbearable silence at the graveside. Yagur’s Kaddish, as it is usually 
referred to, is still read in funerals at Yagur and in some other kibbutzim.39
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0DJQLÀHG�EH�WKH�SHUVRQ�ZKR�KROGV�RQ�WR�KLV�KRSHV
� �IURP�WKH�PRUQLQJ�RI�KLV�OLIH�XQWLO�KLV�YHU\�ODVW�

GD\�
:KRVH�KHDUW�LV�QRW�WDLQWHG�DQG�ZKRVH�ZD\V�DUH
� XSULJKW�
$QG�ZKR�QHYHU�GHVSDLUV�LQ�KLV�TXHVW�IRU�
UHGHPSWLRQ�

,Q�ZKRVH�KHDUW�LV�ERWK�WKH�ZRUOG·V�VXIIHULQJ�DQG�
� LWV�MR\V�
ZKR�LV�LWV�UDGLDQFH�ERWK�PDQLIHVW�DQG�KLGGHQ��

+RSH�ZLOO�QRW�HQG�ZLWK�KLP
$QG�WKH�ZD\�RI�WKH�XSULJKW�ZLOO�QRW�SHULVK�

0D\�WKH�JORU\�RI�KXPDQNLQG�EH�IRUHYHU�EOHVVHG�

0DJQLÀHG��LQGHHG��EH�WKH�+HEUHZ�SHUVRQ�RQ�KLV��
� ODQG
$QG�VDQFWLÀHG�EH�WKH�RQH�ZKR�OLYHV�ZLWK�WKH�
PHPRU\�RI�WKH�OLIH�WKDW�KDV�EHHQ�WDNHQ�DZD\�

/LIH�KDV�HQGHG��VHDOHG�LQ�WKH�VRLO�RI�<DJXU��LQ�LWV
� WRLO��LQ�WKH�KHDUWV�RI�LWV�PHPEHUV�

0D\�KLV�PHPRU\�DELGH�ZLWK�XV�DV�D�EOHVVLQJ�
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She’er quotes the well-known opening words of the traditional Kaddish but 
changed its original meaning dramatically. Instead of praising God and God’s 
IXWXUH�NLQJGRP��LW�SUDLVHV�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�LQ�WKH�VSHFLÀF�FRQWH[W�RI�KLV�´NLQJ-
dom ,” the kibbutz. The phrase ziv ha‘olam (the world’s radiance), which is 
one of the attributes of God, s applied here to the deceased. It is important to 
note that the phrase Yitgadal ve’yitkadash shem ha’adam (“May the name of 
SHUVRQ�EH�PDJQLÀHG�DQG�VDQFWLÀHGµ��ZDV�FRLQHG�KDOI�D�FHQWXU\�HDUOLHU�E\�WKH�
writer Yosef Haim Brenner (1881–1921), who used it to end an article he wrote 
in 1905, in the aftermath of the Russian Revolution.40

This text exalts the individual within the fabric of the communal life, an 
action that is entirely missing from the traditional Kaddish, which does not 
UHIHU�WR�WKH�GHFHDVHG�DW�DOO��7KH�JORU\�DQG�WKH�VDQFWLÀFDWLRQ�RI�*RG��WKH�FHQWHU�
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of the traditional text, are completely missing from this one, which eliminates 
any reference to the Divine. 

There are some similarities among the different versions of the Kaddish 
XVHG�E\�WKH�NLEEXW]LP��DOO�RI�WKHP�EHJLQ�ZLWK�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�ZRUG�\LWJDGDO��DOO�
of them are dedicated to the memory of the individual in the framework of the 
NLEEXW]��DOO�RI�WKHP�ZLVK�IRU�WKH�PHPRU\�WR�EH�IRU�D�EOHVVLQJ��DQG�DOO�RI�WKHP�
DUH�IRUPXODWHG�LQ�WKH�PDOH�VLQJXODU�YRLFH�EXW�DUH�PRGLÀHG�ZKHQ�WKH�GHFHDVHG�
is a female. But each emphasizes different elements.

The following text was composed by the poet Eli Alon (born in 1935) from 
Kibbutz Ein Shemer.

Kaddish for the People of Ein Shemer

0DJQLÀHG�DQG�VDQFWLÀHG�EH�WKH�SHUVRQ�LQ�KLV�OLIH��
� DQG�LQ�KLV�GHDWK
,Q�KLV�KDSSLQHVV��LQ�KLV�VXIIHULQJ�DQG�LQ�KLV�WRLO�
%OHVVHG�DQG�SUDLVHG�EH�RXU�NLEEXW]�WKURXJK�WKRVH
� ZKR�ORYH�LW
$QG�JDYH�LW�WKHLU�VWUHQJWK�ZLWKRXW�UHVWUDLQW
$QG�WKHLU�UHZDUG³PHDQLQJ�WR�WKHLU�OLYHV�DQG��
� WKHLU�ODERU�
$QG�ZKHQ�D�OLIH�ZHOO�OLYHG�VKRXOG�HQG³WKH��
� PHPRU\�RI�WKHLU�GHHGV�ZLOO�QRW�EH�ORVW�
)RU�WKH�ZD\�RI�WKH�XSULJKW�ZLOO�QHYHU�SHULVK
EHFDXVH�WKH�DVSLUDWLRQV�RI�WKHLU�GHHGV�PD\��
� UHPDLQ�IRUHYHU�
0D\�WKH�VHHG�WKDW�WKH\�VRZHG�VSURXW�IRUWK�
WKH�WUHH�EHDU�IUXLW��DQG�WKH�KRPH�ÁRXULVK��EXV-
WOLQJ�ZLWK�OLIH
� DQG�PXOWLSO\LQJ�JHQHUDWLRQV�
7KH�VRLO�RI�(LQ�6KHPHU�JDWKHUV�\RX�LQ�WRGD\�ZLWK��
� VDGQHVV�DQG�ORYH�WR�LWV�EUHDVW�
/HW�WKH�FORGV�RI�HDUWK�EH�VZHHW�WR�\RX�
0D\�\RXU�OLIH�DQG�\RXU�GHHGV�EH�ERXQG�XS�LQ�WKH��
� ERQG�RI�RXU�OLYHV
)RU�FRQVRODWLRQ�DQG�IRU�KRSH��
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In this version, even more than in Yagur’s Kaddish, there is an emphasis 
on the kibbutz communal life and on the meaningful choices that the deceased 
made as a kibbutz member. Whereas the Kaddish of Yagur emphasizes the liv-
ing, this version places the deceased at the center, saying that the fruits of his 
deeds will last long and that he and his deeds will not be forgotten. Alon cites 
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not only the Kaddish, but also the mourning prayer El male rahamim, giving it 
a completely new meaning. Instead of asking God that the soul of the deceased 
may be “bound up in the bonds of life,” referring to the life in the World to 
Come, it promises that the deeds of the deceased will be “bound up in the 
bonds of our lives,” that is, they will continue to be present and to impact the 
community long after he is gone. Similarly, the sentence “For the way of the 
upright will never perish” is an adaptation of a biblical verse (Hosea 14:10), 
which speaks about the upright walking in the ways of God, in which the righ-
teous are allowed to step.

The following text was composed by Shalom Smid, a member of Kibbutz 
Negba, which belongs to Hakibbutz Ha-Artzi, a left-wing group and the most 
antireligious of the Kibbutz Movement: 

The Kaddish of the Kibbutzim

0DJQLÀHG�EH�WKH�QDPH�RI�WKH�SHUVRQ�
� ([WROOHG�EH�WKH�ODERUV�RI�KLV�OLIH
DQG�EOHVVHG�WKURXJK�RXU�PHPRU\
� IRU�WKH�VXP�RI�KLV�GHHGV
WKURXJK�KLV�GD\V�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG
� $QG�IRU�WKH�DFWLRQV�ZKLFK�KH�GLG�QRW
� PDQDJH�WR�FRPSOHWH�
)RU�GUHDPV�WKDW�ZHUH�VSXQ�DQG�ZHUH�WKHQ��
� QR�PRUH
$QG�IRU�SUHFLRXV�YLUWXHV�DQG�HYHQ�KXPDQ
� ZHDNQHVVHV�WKDW�KDYH�IDGHG�DZD\
WKURXJK�WKH�IRJJ\�PLVWV�RI�WLPH�

0D\�WKH�SHUVRQ·V�PHPRU\�EH�UDGLDQW�DQG
� WKH�UHÁHFWLRQV�RI�KLV�OLIH�EH�OLNH�WKH
� EULOOLDQFH�RI�WKH�ÀUPDPHQW�LQ�RXU�KHDUWV³
/HW�KLV�QDPH�HQGXUH�DV�ORQJ�DV�WKH�VXQ
� VKLQHV��3V���������41
:KDW�UHPDLQV�RI�WKH�SHUVRQ���LV�WKH�PHPRU\
EH\RQG�WKH�OLPLWV�RI�WLPH�
+LV�QDPH�VKDOO�QRW�EH�FRYHUHG�E\�GDUNQHVV�
7KH�LPSHUDWLYH�RI�OLIH·V�FRQWLQXLW\�ZLOO
� EULQJ�UHOLHI�WR�RXU�LQPRVW�SDLQ�43
7KH�PDUFK�RI�WLPH�ZLOO�EH�FRPSDVVLRQDWH�
$QG�ZH�VKDOO�FKHULVK�WKH�IUXLWV�RI�KLV�OLIH
� IRU�PDQ\�D�GD\�
0DJQLÀHG�DQG�VDQFWLÀHG�
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This text emphasizes the pain and loss in the face of death. Its first half 
speaks of the human fate to leave this world without accomplishing our 
aspirations and realizing our dreams, the second part is dedicated to con-
solation of the mourners and hopes for the future. Unlike She’er’s text, 
here the Zionist aspect and the kibbutz ideology are not stressed. In fact, 
they are referred to only indirectly. Instead, it reflects doleful reflection 
RQ�WKH�ILQLWH�QDWXUH�RI�KXPDQ�OLIH��LW�VWUHVVHV�WKH�PHPRU\�DQG�WKH�FRQVROD-
tion of the mourners.

Another version, composed by Oved Sadeh (literally: the worker of the 
ÀHOG������²������IURP�.LEEXW]�%HLU�.HVKHW��IROORZV�PRUH�FORVHO\�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�
of the traditional Kaddish. However, it employs a completely different set of 
images:

MagnLÀHG�DQG�VDQFWLÀHG
EH�WKH�FORG�WKDW�FUXVKHG�
DV�WKH�SORZ�VSOLW�
WKH�KDUG�VRLO�
*ORULÀHG�DQG�H[WROOHG³EH�WKH�OHDI
WKDW�VSURXWHG�DQG�JUHHQHG��UHGGHQHG³DQG��
� IHOO��
Acclaimed and lauded
EH�WKH�RQH�ZKR�FDUULHV�WKH�EXUGHQ
DQG�ZKHQ�KLV�SDWK�FROODSVHG44

P\�SDWK�WRR�FROODSVHG�
Blessed and praised
EH�WKH�YRLFH�RI�WKH�VLQJXODU�RQH45

DORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�YRLFH�RI�WKH�PDQ\�
0DJQLÀHG�DQG�VDQFWLÀHG
%H�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�LQ�KLV�XQLTXHQHVV�
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Sadeh’s version is a carefully crafted text: it rhymes and has a meter. The im-
agery is clearly based on the farming cycle. Unlike the other kibbutz versions, 
KHUH�LW�LV�WKH�FORG�RI�HDUWK�WKDW�LV�´PDJQLÀHG�DQG�VDQFWLÀHG�µ�DQG�LQGHHG��WKLV�
text is deeply grounded in the agricultural kibbutz experience. And yet it 
stresses the individual. Only toward the end does it mention the community, 
and even then it is done in order to stress individual uniqueness.
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All the above-cited texts make use of the traditional Kaddish, especially 
of its opening words, which profoundly resonate the expression of mourn-
ing, regardless of their denotation. Yet it drastically changes the content, 
not only in that it shifts the focus from the heavenly kingdom to the earth 
(in the most tangible sense of the word), from the Divine to the human, and 
from the metaphysical to the concrete and visceral. God is completely taken 
out of the picture. Although each composer has his literary, ideological, and 
cultural agenda, it seems that they cite one another, having created a sub-
genre of liturgical expression in which one can identify slightly different 
emphases. 

The writers of these texts (and of similar ones) made a conscious choice 
in keeping the connotative expression of the Kaddish while supplying ideologi-
FDOO\�DSSURSULDWH�FRQWHQW�� ,Q�WKHLU�WH[WV��WKHVH�ZULWHUV�PDGH�EROG�VWDWHPHQWV��
they showed that they own the spiritual property, as it were, of the Jewish tradi-
tion, yet they choose to use it in an informed way that is adequate to their faith 
and way of life.

In order to compare the data from the studies of Kalekin-Fishman and 
Klingman, Rubin, and Shua from the eighties with the situation today, I 
wrote to those in charge of the cultural life or of mourning committees on 
the kibbutzim. I inquired about the recitation of the Kaddish prayer and 
about changing trends in burial rituals within their communities. I have 
received responses from about forty kibbutzim, and they reveal a very di-
verse picture. Generally speaking, the number of kibbutzim in which the 
traditional Kaddish is recited is more or less the same as those in which 
a special kibbutz Kaddish is in use. In many kibbutzim both are recited. 
Typically, the traditional text is read by a family member and the kibbutz 
Kaddish by a “reader” from the community. Some of the people I have spo-
ken with stressed that both men and women recite the Kaddish. About half 
of the kibbutzim that recite only the traditional Kaddish invite a rabbi or 
a religious person from a neighboring town or settlement to conduct the 
funeral, a situation that was almost never seen in the kibbutzim in the 
past. In many cases, the Orthodox burial leader acts as mara d’atra, the 
local authority, and dictates the nature of the ceremony. In some kibbut-
zim, especially those affiliated with the Ha-Kibbutz Ha-Artzi movement, no 
Kaddish is recited. In general, however, the number of kibbutzim in which 
Kaddish is recited, or at least in which its recitation is a legitimate option, 
is much larger than in the 1980s, and needless to say, it is much more fre-
quent than in the past. Many kibbutzim stress the autonomy of family to 
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PDNH�WKH�FKRLFHV�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�WKH�EXULDO�FHUHPRQ\��D�FRPPLW-
tee member visits the family and shares possible texts and practices, and 
the family makes the actual decisions. Central kibbutz protocol regarding 
funerals and mourning gives way to choices made by each family.

Retreat to Traditionalism
Nissan Rubin writes: “As long as the ideological fervor was strong, secular for-
mulations of ritual could be preserved. With the waning of ideological fer-
vor, some of the secular elements of mourning customs disappeared and more 
traditional content was reinstated.”47 This trend—along with absorption into 
the kibbutzim of people uncommitted to kibbutz values and clusters of non-
members, economic as well as cultural privatization, and the centrality of the 
nuclear family—all these brought about the retreat (or “withdrawal,” as some 
kibbutz members refer to it) to traditionalism. 

This process does not mean, for the most part, that the kibbutzim are 
becoming more traditional or embracing Orthodoxy. It is rather an indication 
of the weakening of the ownership the kibbutzim took of their cultural life 
DQG�RI�WKH�VHFXODU�UHOLJLRVLW\�WKH\�FUHDWHG��$XWKRULWDWLYH�ÀJXUHV��´WKRVH�ZKR�
NQRZ�KRZ�µ�PRVWO\�IURP�RXWVLGH�WKH�FRPPXQLW\��PDQDJH�VLJQLÀFDQW�SDUWV�RI�
the cultural life. 

In some kibbutzim there have been functioning traditional synagogues 
for many decades. Most were rather marginal and intended to address the 
needs of members’ parents. In the last decade, many kibbutzim have built 
new synagogues. Some of these institutions are models of inventiveness and 
creativity,48 while others are adopting Orthodox formulae, often under the 
guidance (or supervision) of Orthodox rabbis. Lately, in some secular kibbut-
zim separate dancing takes place during Simhat Torah, and needless to say, 
the women, placed behind the mehitsah (separation wall), are not allowed 
to dance with the Torah scroll.49 The existence of more and more Orthodox 
synagogues in the secular kibbutzim is a symptom of a broader phenomenon: 
D�GHFUHDVH�RI�VHOI�FRQÀGHQFH�LQ�WKH�VRFLDO�DQG�FRPPXQDO�ZD\��WKH�HEELQJ�RI�
mutual social and economic care, and the privatization of most of the kib-
butzim have caused a decline in the quality of cultural life. Religious formulae 
WKDW�SUHVHQW�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�FRQÀGHQW�DQG�HIÀFDFLRXV�ÀQG�WKHLU�ZD\�LQWR�WKH�
feeble fabric of kibbutz life.50 

The treatment of the Kaddish is no exception to the rule. While the “Kib-
butz Kaddishim” are still recited at funerals in many kibbutzim, some choose 
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to add the traditional Kaddish and sometimes also the burial prayer, El male 
rahamin. In some cases these traditional prayers have even replaced the Kib-
butz Kaddishim entirely. The submission to forms of traditionalism and its 
authoritative agents often occurs without dealing with it or even understand-
LQJ�LW��3DUDGR[LFDOO\��RQH�FDQ�VD\�WKDW�WKH�UHWUHDW�WR�WUDGLWLRQ�UHÁHFWV�D�GLPLQ-
ished commitment to vibrant Jewish activity.

We may, in conclusion, point to three, albeit somewhat blurred, stages in 
WKH�WUHDWPHQW�RI�PRXUQLQJ�SUD\HUV�LQ�WKH�NLEEXW]LP��,Q�WKH�ÀUVW�\HDUV��VSRQ-
taneous reactions but mostly utter silence were deemed a proper response 
to death. Later, new versions of mourning readings, based on the traditional 
.DGGLVK�EXW�UHÁHFWLQJ�WKH�NLEEXW]·V� LGHRORJLFDO�ZRUOGYLHZ��ZHUH�FUHDWHG�� ,Q�
the third phase we are witnessing a return to tradition, not necessarily as an 
informed religious choice but rather as an adaptation of ready-made formulae, 
which are deemed “authentic.”51

This was a journey from the Rhine Valley, where the Mourners’ Kaddish 
became a device for coping with trauma, to the Jezreel Valley, almost a thou-
sand years later, where Israeli Jews struggle with it, recite it, and even inno-
YDWH�ZLWKLQ�LW�LQ�RUGHU�WR�FRSH�ZLWK�KXPDQ�ÀQLWXGH�DQG�ZLWK�WKHLU�EHOLHIV�DQG�
fears.52 It seems that even when Jews walk through the Valley of Death, they 
may draw consolation and strength from the sources, and that is true for reli-
gious as well as secular, and even devotedly atheist Jews.
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