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Birkat Kohanim (The Priestly Blessing), Nigunim (tunes), and
Reciting the Ribon Shel Olam for Disturbing Dreams
By: Rabbi Noah Gradofsky

Note: All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.
Introduction

Given the generally accepted halakha that during Birkat Kohanim (the Priestly Blessing)
one should maintain complete concentration and therefore not be distracted, for instance, by
reciting verses from the Bible, it is reasonable to question whether is it appropriate to follow the
instructions found at : 1) mM>72 (Babylonian Talmud (BT) Berakhoth 55b) regarding a prayer to
be recited during the Priestly Blessing by one who has experienced a disturbing dream.
Presuming that one deems it appropriate to recite these blessings, it is worth considering the
optimal practice regarding tunes (nigunim) sung during the Priestly Blessing in order to facilitate
reciting this prayer.

Is it appropriate to recite the “Ribon Shel Olam” prayer during the Priestly Blessing?
In the Babylonian Talmud (BT), Tractate Berakhoth page 55b, we read the following:
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Amemar, Mar Zutra and Rav Ashi were sitting together. They said: “Let each of
us say something that his fellow has not heard.” One of them began and said:
“One who has seen a dream and does not know what he saw, let him get up before
the Kohanim at the time that they spread their hands (i.e. when they deliver the
Priestly Blessing) and say thus: “Master of the Universe, . . .”' and he finishes
with (i.e. at the same time as) the Kohanim, so that the public answers “amen,”
(i.e. so the public’s responding “Amen” to the Priestly Blessing is as if they are
saying amen to this person’s prayer). And if not (probably meaning he does not
have enough time to recite the prescribed prayer and finish before the Priestly
Blessing finishes), let him say thus: “Majestic One on High, who abides in might,

" The complete text of the prayer is as follows:
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’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 [ have dreamt about others, if they are good dreams, confirm them and reinforce them like
the dreams of Joseph, and if they require a remedy, heal them, as the waters of Marah were healed
by Moses, our teacher, and as Miriam was healed of her leprosy and Hezekiah of his sickness, and
the waters of Jericho by Elisha. As thou didst turn the curse of the wicked Balaam into a blessing,
so turn all my dreams into something good for me.
Trans. Soncino
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you are peace and Your name is peace, may it be Your will before You that you
place peace upon us.”

In BT Sotah, 39b-40a, however, we have a discussion wherein it is suggested that one
present during the Priestly Blessing should recite certain biblical verses during the blessing. This
practice, however, comes under attack as being disrespectful to the Priestly Blessing, a blessing
which emanates from God (c.f. Lev. 6:27 “0372% *11” and I will bless them)* 1Tt is generally
accepted that halakhah rejects the reciting of these verses. Maimonides, (Laws of Prayer and the

* The relevant text of BT Sotah 39b-40a is as follows:
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While the kohanim are blessing the people what do the latter say? — R. Zera declared in the name
of R. Hisda: 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? — R. Assi declared: 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. Blessed
be the Lord Out of Zion, Who dwelleth at Jerusalem. Praise ye the Lord. But they should also say:
The Lord bless thee out of Zion which occurs in that context! — Judah the son of R. Simeon b.
Pazzi answered: Since he commenced with the blessings of the Holy One, blessed be He, he
should conclude with His blessings. What do they say in the afternoon — service of a fast-day? —
R. Aha b. Jacob declared: 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 astonied, as a mighty man that cannot
save? etc. (40a) 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 — :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. Where did they say these verses? — R. Joseph answered: Between each
benediction. R. Shesheth answered: At the mention of the Divine Name. R. Mari and R. Zebid
differ on this matter; one said: A verse [by the congregation is to be recited] simultaneously with a
verse [by the kohanim], while the other said, [The congregation recites] the whole for each verse
[by the kohanim]. R. Hiyya b. Abba said: Whoever recites them outside the Temple simply errs.
R. Hanina 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! R. Aha b. Hanina 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!
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.
Trans. Soncino.
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Priestly Blessing 14:7) speaks of the utter concentration that is required both by the Kohanim
reciting the blessing and by those who receive the blessing. Maimonides does not mention
reciting these verses.” Commenting on Maimonides’ statement, Hagahot Maimoniot mentions
that one should not recite the verses mentioned in BT Sotah.* Reciting these verses is explicitly
rejected in Shulchan Arukh Orach Chayim 128:23, and although Rabbi Moshe Iserless’s gloss on
Shulchan Arukh mentions that Ashkenazi custom was to recite these verses, as such was
facilitated by tunes sung by the Kohanim, Rabbi Iserless says it is best not to recite the verses.’
Mishnah Berurah agrees that the consensus of later rabbis is against reciting these verses.’

Given the accepted ruling regarding BT Sotah, the instructions in BT Berakhot to recite a
prayer during the Priestly Blessing seems quite suspect. It is quite likely that the teaching in
Berakhot is predicated upon the idea that certain religious acts are an acceptable distraction from
complete concentration on hearing the Priestly Blessing. If we presume that it is improper to
recite verses during the Priestly Blessing, (“Is there a servant whom we bless and he doesn’t
listen?”, BT Sotah) it is logical to presume that reciting a prayer would similarly be improper.
This likely would account for the fact that the Ribon Shel Olam mentioned in BT Berakhot is not
recorded in Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, as Maimonides likely rejected the idea of saying this
prayer in the same way as he rejected the reciting of the verses prescribed in Sotah.” Many other
sources note the tension between BT Sotah and BT Berakhoth. Tosafot quotes Rabbenu
Yitzchack as explaining that reciting Ribon Shel Olam has special dispensation given the danger
associated with dreams.® Terumat Hadeshen discusses how one might recite Ribon Shel Olam

? The text of Maimonides is as follows:
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When the Kohanim bless the nation, they may not look at the nation, and should not distract their
concentration. Rather, their eyes should be toward the ground as one standing in prayer. And no
one may look at the faces of the Kohanim at the moment that they are blessing the nation, so that
they not distract their concentration. Rather, the whole nation concentrates on hearing the blessing
and direct their faces towards the Kohanim but do not look at their faces.
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And one should not say the verses that are listed in “These are said” (the title of the chapter in BT
Sotah), since Rav Chiya bar Aba said, “One who says them in the territories (i.e. recites these
verses when the Priestly Blessing is performed outside the Temple in Jerusalem) only errs.
Note that immediately following this statement, Hagahot Maimoniot discusses the practice of Mahara”m
regarding the recitation of the Ribon Shel Olam prayer. This text is quoted below, text accompanying
footnote 14.

330 9PY0 1I9p 10 DR AR W AW
129N POIRN DNNONY PWIY 01PN HINY : 1N .19727 110N PNY° ROR ,PI100 DWW 172 PR 1°072nw Ivwa
(V7T) DIINRD NOY 210 N TN ,IT2 PIYY 173 HD DD AININIY N ,DOPID 1Y 15 D) DI ,00)IN2
6 AR "0 MOP 1A% 172 Tawn:
0371977 2199 KPR YIWW AYWA R TIRAT 10T KA 12091 Y 197 200K 201 - 0nRY Xow (3R)
M3 P2 21097 YD KW 1D wrw w"om (1"'V7) JINRD RPW K'INT 2010 191 W'Y AT 03 a3 'R
[:7"R] 77 3732 2R 2W2 911 ROW MIVD 11 127721 79020 N2 nn MR PONINY 1 1192 IR0 PRI
7 Interestingly, Rabbi Isaac Alfasi, whom Maimonides tends to follow does site the Ribon Shel Olam prayer in m372
79779972 K 7Y .
8 X Ty 1 A7 70 N3on MBOIN:
aNaT 21 RAPM OTIT 87 ORI (571 N1272) AR P92 PINRT AR O WD - A0 ROR 1R P13 2R 9
... 0 NAIYN MIYNIY 17907 NAWA 120K RiT ARIDT TIXW K17 19107 21917 RAW 17°N77 7300 DWW



Birkat Kohanim (The Priestly Blessing), Nigunim (tunes) and Reciting the Ribon Shel Olam for Disturbing Dreams a"a
Copr. 2010 Rabbi Noah Gradofsky

while reducing the offense of speaking during the Priestly Blessing.” Rabbi Jacob ben Moses
Moellin (Mahari”l) suggests that reciting this prayer is not a break from concentrating on the
Priestly Blessing, as ostensibly one is receiving the Priestly Blessing and praying that through
that blessing any evil indicated in the dream would be reversed. Alternatively, Mahari”l
suggests that the permission to recite Ribon Shel Olam is special dispensation due to a rabbinic
tradition that this would reverse a bad dream (this seems a variation on Tosafot’s explanation).lo
Rabbi Yoseph Karo prefers the former explanation given by Maharil'', and codifies the recitation
of Ribon Shel Olam in Shulchan Aruch."

? See text below at footnote 15.
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It seems to me that the efforts to justify recitation of Ribon Shel Olam as prescribed in BT
Berakhoth with the prohibition of reciting verses found in BT Sorah, though reasonable, are less
plausible than the supposition that the statement in Berkhoth is simply inconsistent with the
opinion that rejects reciting biblical verses during the Priestly Blessing. As such, I would
suggest not reciting Ribon Shel Olam during the Priestly Blessing, a position that is apparently
supported by Maimonides’ omission of this prayer from his discussion of the laws of the Priestly
Blessing.

To the extent that the “Ribon Shel Olam” will be recited, at what point should tunes (nigunim)
be sung in order to facilitate this recitation?

Although I believe it is preferable for one not to recite the Ribon Shel Olam prayer during
the Priestly Blessing, the custom is prevalent, and few if any medieval scholars seem to have
rejected the practice as I have suggested that Maimonides did. Given the prevalence of this
practice, it seems appropriate to discuss how the tunes (nigunim) sung during the Priestly
Blessing should be arranged in order to facilitate the recitation of Ribon Shel Olam, i.e. to avoid
the necessity of the person reciting this prayer while the Kohanim are actually reciting the words
of the blessing. At the outset, it is worth noting that in BT Berakhoth page 55b, we are told
regarding reciting the Ribon Shel Olam prayer, “7aR XM2X °W7 2172 °772 0°°0MY and he finishes
with (i.e. at the same time as) the Kohanim, so that the public answers “Amen.” Hence, the nigun
should be coordinated in a manner that allows the person reciting Ribon Shel Olam to conclude
that recitation as close as possible to when the congregation will say “amen” to the blessing of
the Kohanim. With this in mind, it is worth examining some of the early sources which discuss
juxtaposing the Ribon Shel Olam prayer with the singing of tunes.

In Hagahot Maimoniot we are told about how Mahara”m would recite the Ribon Shel

Olam prayer:
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And behold, my master, our teacher, [was] accustomed to say at the time when the Kohanim say
“and keep you,” “and be gracious to you,” and “grant peace,”” “Master of the Universe, I am
yours and my dreams are yours,” etc., as is found in Chapter “Who sees” (the title of the Chapter
in BT Berakhot), end of quote."*

As becomes clear below, it appears that the practice known to Mahara”m was that the Kohanim
would extend their annunciation of the last vowel of each of the three Priestly Blessings and that
Mahara”m felt that this is the appropriate time to recite the Ribon Shel Olam prayer. Note that
this would also meet the timing suggested in the Talmud — the recitation of Ribon Shel Olam
would be concluded right at the end of each of the Priestly Blessings, and the “amen” recited by
the congregation would apply both to the Priestly Blessing as well as to the Ribon Shel Olam
prayer.
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" Note that the text of 7 1R A7 R NI 9P 19°0 00 7O A0 103, has Hagahot Maimoniot quoting Mahara”m as
saying the Ribon Shel Olam “0?w . . . DWW 7YW” when they say . . . “peace” i.e. around the recitation of the last
word of the Priestly Blessing, rather than “when they say ‘Grant Peace,”” i.e. at the beginning of the last blessing of
the Amidah. The text in 70 N°2 makes better sense.
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Terumat Hadeshen explains the importance of Mahara”m’s practice. Terumat Hadeshen
was asked whether it is important to say the Ribon Shel Olam specifically when the Kohanim
lengthened the annunciation of the last words of the first two blessings (i.e. the “ah” sound in
T and 7377)). Terumat Hadeshen answers in the affirmative. He states that based on BT
Sotah ““ 1277 17 WP W17 17PN 22007 ROX L2002 DYWAR T m2WT 0901 POR ,IM? RIT IR PR
QWA that it is not proper to say, even words of praise and thanks at the time of the Priestly
Blessing, except that the sages permitted to say this request of ‘Master of the Universe.”” Given
the general impropriety of saying things during the Priestly Blessing, Terumat Hadeshen says
that one should be careful to say the Ribon Shel Olam after the Kohanim have really concluded
each of the blessings and are merely elongating the last syllable, in which case, according to
Terumat Hadeshen, one would not appear to be being disrespectful to the blessing. Terumat
Hadeshen notes that this “solution” only gets us so far. In the third blessing, the final word is
0i?¥, in which case the elongating of the “oh” sound comes before the final consonantal sound,
and therefore the Ribon Shel Olam will be recited while the blessing is being recited. On this
issue, Terumat Hadeshen says “7°av3 712977 729171 1pn? IWORT X1 ,792 7n” what is in this (i.e.
“what can you do about it”), what we can fix and do properly (alt. “in accordance with
halakha™), we do.”" Tt is interesting to note that the prevalent practice today is not to recite
Ribon Shel Olam at all during the third blessing. See, for example, the Art Scroll Siddur which
prescribes recitation of Ribon Shel Olam during the first two blessings, but prescribes a kabalistic
prayer to be recited during the third blessing. One wonders if at some point the recitation of
Ribon Shel Olam was eliminated from the third blessing due to concerns along the lines of
Terumat Hadeshen, only to have Ribon Shel Olam replaced by a kabalistic prayer that clearly has
no Talmudic permission to be recited during the Priestly Blessing.

Rabbi Yoseph Karo cites Mahara”m and Terumat Hadeshen in Beth Yoseph,'® in
seeming approval to the suggested timing of the singing of a nigun and reciting the Ribon Shel
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Olam prayer. Although Karo does not mention this timing explicitly in Shulchan Aruch, Rabbi
Moshe Iserless does mention this timing in his gloss on Sulchan Aruch."”

Today, the custom in regard to the nigun sung during the Priestly Blessing has changed in
many circles. In these circles, the Kohanim sing a nigun prior to reciting the final word of the
prayer, after the cantor has prompted them with the final word of the prayer. In Be’ur Halakhah,
Rabbi Israel Meir Ha-Kohen notes this change in practice.'® Be’ur Halakhah notes a potential
benefit to this practice (“n¥p oyv”) as well as potential arguments against this practice (“ Popn? w°
nxp 712”). The potential benefit is that it allows the congregation to listen intently to the final
word of the Priestly Blessing, rather than saying the Ribon Shel Olam over the elongation of the
final syllable by the Kohanim. One potential detriment is that the singing of the nigun creates an
interruption between the prompting of the cantor and the Kohanim reciting the word of the
blessing, though Be’ur Halakhah argues that perhaps the nigun could be considered part of the
response of the Kohanim to the cantor’s prompt. Be’ur Halakhah notes that one of the reasons
that there is an interest in the Kohanim reciting each word of the blessing immediately after the
prompting of the Cantor is in order to avoid any errors. One wonders if Rabbi Israel Meir Ha-
Kohen experienced such errors occurring during the Priestly Blessing (for example, a Priest
saying the wrong word after finishing singing the tune). The author of this paper, a Kohen, has
made such an error in the past, and has heard other Kohanim doing the same, and therefore I am
particularly concerned about this possibility. To the concerns of Be'ur Halakah, I would add
that the current prevalent practice separates the end of Ribon Shel Olam from the congregation’s
“amen,” in that after the congregation recites Ribon Shel Olam, they must wait for the Kohanim
to finish their nigun and recite the last word of the blessing before “amen” is said.

Another possible way to time the nigun would be for the nigun to be sung prior to the
Cantor’s prompting the Kohanim with the last word of each blessing. In this case, the nigun
could be led by the Cantor or by the Kohanim. The Kohanim would recite the final word of the
blessing immediately after the Cantor’s prompt, thus eliminating any concern regarding a pause
between the Cantor’s prompting and the response of the Kohanim.  Additionally, the
congregation would be able to answer “amen” immediately after the last word recited by the
Kohen, rather than their “amen” being delayed by the nigun and the recitation of Ribon Shel
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Olam. On the other hand, reciting the nigun prior to the recitation of the last word of the blessing
would increase the delay between completing the recitation of Ribon Shel Olam and the
congregational “amen.” Although this approach has its advantages, 1 would prefer following the
older tradition which is to elongate the recitation of the final syllable of each blessing with a
nigun and recite Ribon Shel Olam during this elongation.

Conclusion

Since it is accepted halakhah that proper respect for the Priestly Blessing involves
complete silence and concentration on the words of the Priestly Blessing, I believe that the
statement in BT Berakhot concerning reciting the Ribon Shel Olam prayer if one has a disturbing
dream is a statement that is contrary to the accepted halakhah, and, therefore, this prayer should
not be recited during the Priestly Blessing. To the extent that Ribon Shel Olam will be recited,
and the Kohanim will sing a nigun in order to facilitate this recitation, the optimal practice would
be to follow the practice indicated in the medieval sources, i.e. for the Kohanim to extend the
recitation of the last syllable of each of the three blessing (or of the first two blessings) and for
the Ribon Shel Olam to be recited at that point.



