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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 
 
 

Kedushah 
 

IN RABBI N. DANIEL KOROBKIN’S 
article “Kedushah, Shema, and the 
Difference between Israel and the 
Angels” H ̣akirah 16, p. 23, he notes, 
“It is well documented that in Pal-
estine the custom was to recite Ked-
dusah only on Sabbath and festi-
vals.”  

It is thus logical to conclude that 
in Palestine the Keddushah was not 
recited during the repetition of the 
Amidah and neither was the Trisagion 
included in the weekday morning 
pre-Shema blessing of Yotzer ha-Meo-
rot.  

What did this blessing look like? 
Fortunately, at least a dozen ver-
sions of this shortened blessing sur-
vived in the Cairo Genizah. Their 
texts are similar to the following:  

  
ברוך אתה יי א' מלך העולם יוצר אור 
ובורא חשך עושה שלום ובורא את הכל 
המאיר לארץ ולדרים עליה המחדש בכל 

ברוך אתה יי יוצר  יום מעשה בראשית
 .1המאורות

 
It is also noteworthy that when 

this version appears it is often pre-
ceded by: 
 

והוא רחום יכפר עון ולא ישחית והרבה 
 .2להשיב אפו ולא יעיר כל חמתו

                                                      
1 Cambridge: CUL: T-S H18.7; 6H2.1; 
6H2.8; 8H9.16; K27.33a; NS 157.127; 
AS 103.244; AS 103.33; as 108.61; Lon-
don British Library: OR 5557A.6; New 
York, JTS: ENA 1232.9; 2168.28; NS 

An image of this (Cambridge 
CUL T-S 6H2.1) appears below: 

 

 
 

Heshey Zelcer 
Ḥakirah 

 
 
Rabbi Korobkin deserves our 
thanks for his insightful article on 
the relationship of the trisagion (the 
verse kadosh, kadosh, kadosh, etc.) to 
the Shema and the differences be-
tween the Palestinian and Babylo-
nian nush ̣a’ot of kedushah.  I write to 
add to those insights, and suggest 
alternative responses to some of R. 
Korobkin’s questions, by address-
ing two questions that logically pre-
cede the ones he discusses.  Those 
two questions are: (1) Why are the 
trisagion and Shema linked in birkhot 
kri’at Shema of Shah ̣arit and Musaf 
Kedushah? (2) Why is the trisagion 
inserted in the middle of the first of 
the blessings of kri’at Shema? 

74.11. 
2 CUL: T-S H18.7; 6H2.1; 8H9.16; NS 
157.127London British Library: OR 
5557A.6; New York, JTS: ENA NS 
74.11. 
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To elaborate: On the first ques-

tion, R. Korobkin’s point of depar-
ture is that the trisagion and the 
opening of Shema are linked because 
both are coronations of God. In 
fact, though, Shema’s opening verse 
does not refer to God as “King” 
and several tanna’im in Rosh Hasha-
nah 32b (in a discussion concerning 
the coronation verses for malkhuyot 
in the Rosh Hashanah Musaf Ami-
dah) assert that the opening of 
Shema is not a coronation verse, ap-
parently for precisely this reason.  
(Although the trisagion does not re-
fer to God as King, the context of 
that verse in Isaiah 6 makes it clear 
that that is the “role” He has in that 
chapter.)  To elaborate on the sec-
ond question―why is the trisagion 
inserted into the middle of Yotzer 
Or―the theme of the first blessing 
of kri’at Shema in shah ̣arit and arvit is 
“God the Creator”; the trisagion 
and the section of Yotzer Or that are 
the prologue and epilogue to that 
verse seem like an interruption of 
that theme and of the sections of 
Yotzer Or that surround it, rather 
than a continuation of, or comple-
ment to them. 

As is often true, answering these 
two liturgical questions requires un-
derstanding the history of the lit-
urgy and the influences that created 
it.  As many scholars have pointed 
out, the theme of God as our King 
became far more pro-nounced in 
Jewish theology in the early centu-
ries of the Common Era than had 
previously been the case. This 
marked the culmination of a signif-
icant change in emphasis in charac-
terizing our relationship with our 

Creator; as the Talmud in Rosh 
Hashanah 32b notes, the idea of 
God as our King is very rarely 
found in the Torah. Why this 
change came about is the subject of 
much discussion that we don’t have 
room for here (see, for example, 
Reuven Kimelman, “Blessing For-
mulae and Divine Sovereignty in 
Rabbinic Liturgy” in Liturgy in the 
Life of the Synagogue: Studies in the His-
tory of Jewish Prayer, Ruth Langer & 
Steven Fine, eds., (Winona Lake, 
Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2005)), but it 
critically shaped our prayers.  It is 
responsible for the central blessing 
formulation “Elokeinu Melekh ha-
Olam” (a formulation that is found 
neither in Tanakh nor in post-Bibli-
cal literature before the early centu-
ries of the CE) and for the fact that 
Divine sovereignty is perhaps the 
most pervasive theme in our liturgy.   

The newly central idea of God 
as King also naturally led to a desire 
to reframe the one Biblically-re-
quired, twice-daily central statement 
of our faith―the Shema―so that it 
would be understood as (among 
other things) a proclamation of 
God as our King.  Three obvious el-
ements of this reframing were the 
insertion of “barukh shem kevod 
malkhuto” etc. immediately after the 
first verse of Shema, of “kel melekh 
ne’eman” immediately before it, and 
the “pores al Shema” ceremony―the 
antiphonal reading of Shema that 
was a key part of tefila be-tzibbur.  As 
Reuven Kimelman observes, “the 
ancient [antiphonal] synagogal reci-
tation of the Shema verse serves as a 
reenactment of Israel’s acceptance 
at Sinai of God as sovereign.”   
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Logically, the insertion of the 

trisagion coronation verse prior to 
the Shema was a fourth element in 
this reframing. That is, H ̣azal have 
us recite the angels’ coronation of 
God and their acceptance of ol 
malkhut Shamayim to set up a paral-
lel: between the coronation of God 
by the heavenly court through the 
trisagion, and (what was being re-
framed as) the coronation of God 
by His representatives on earth 
through the Shema. Put differently, 
it is precisely because al derech ha-
peshat the opening of Shema is not a 
coronation verse that H ̣azal went 
out of their way to link the (corona-
tion verse of the) trisagion and the 
Shema. 

The importance H ̣azal placed on 
linking the angels’ and Israel’s acts 
of Divine coronation is evidenced 
by the phrase-for-phrase, verse-for-
verse parallels between birkhot kri’at 
Shema (from the prologue of the 
coronation verses in Yotzer Or 
through the end of Emet ve-Yatziv) 
and the kedushah of Musaf, as is seen 
in the chart below. 
 

 Birchot Kri’at 
Shema 

Musaf Ke-
dushah 

1.  
Introduc-
tion to  
coronation 

ְוֻכָּלם ּפוְתִחים 
ֶאת ִּפיֶהם 
ִּבְקֻדָּׁשה 

ּוְבָטֳהָרה. 
ְּבִׁשיָרה 

ּוְבזְִמָרה. 
ּוְמָבְרִכים 
ּוְמַׁשְּבִחים 
ּוְמָפֲאִרים 

ּוַמֲעִריִצים 
ּוַמְקִּדיִׁשים 
 ּוַמְמִליִכים

ֶּכֶתר יְִּתנּו 
' ְלָך ה
ינּו קֱאל

ַמְלָאִכים 
ֲהמונֵי 
ִעם . ַמְעָלה
ַעְּמָך 

יִשָרֵאל 
 ְקבּוֵצי
 :ַמָּטה

2. Corona-
tion verses 

ות. קָקדוׁש ָקדוׁש ָקדוׁש ה' ְצבָ 
 ְמלא ָכל ָהָאֶרץ ְּכבודו:

ְוָהאוַפּנִים  ְּכבודו ָמֵלא 

ְוַחּיות ַהּקֶדׁש 
ְּבַרַעׁש ָּגדול 

ִמְתנַּשִאים 
ְלֻעַּמת שָרִפים. 

ְלֻעָּמָתם 
ְמַׁשְּבִחים 
  ְואוְמִרים: 

. עוָלם
ְמָׁשְרָתיו 

ׁשוֲאִלים זֶה 
ָלזֶה ַאּיֵה 

ְמקום 
ְּכבודו 

. ְלַהֲעִריצו
ְלֻעָּמָתם 

ְמַׁשְּבִחים 
  :ְואוְמִרים

  ָּברּוְך ְּכבוד ה' ִמְּמקומו: 
3. 
Intro-duc-
tion  
to Shema 

ַאֲהָבה ַרָּבה 
ֲאַהְבָּתנּו, ה' 

ֶחְמָלה ינּו. קֱאל
ְּגדוָלה ִויֵתָרה 

ָחַמְלָּת ָעֵלינּו: . 
. . ֵּכן ְּתָחּנֵנּו 

ּוְתַלְּמֵדנּו: 
ָאִבינּו ָהָאב 

ָהַרֲחָמן. 
ַהְמַרֵחם. ַרֵחם 

ָעֵלינּו. . . 
ָּברּוְך ַאָּתה 
ה', ַהּבוֵחר 

ְּבַעּמו יִשָרֵאל 
ְּבַאֲהָבה: 

ִמְּמקומו 
הּוא יִֶפן 

ְּבַרֲחָמיו 
. ְלַעּמו
ַעם  ְויָחון

ַהְמיֲַחִדים 
ְׁשמו ֶעֶרב 
ָובוֶקר ְּבָכל 
. יום ָּתִמיד

ַּפֲעַמיִם 
 ְּבַאֲהָבה

ְׁשַמע 
 : אוְמִרים

4. Shema ינּו הקֱאל' ְׁשַמע יִשָרֵאל ה '
יֶכםקֱאל' ֲאנִי ה. . . ֶאָחד

5. Connect-
ing God as 
our King to 
God as our 
Redeemer 

י קינּו ֵואלקֵ ֱאל
ֲאבוֵתינּו. 

ֶמֶלְך  ַמְלֵּכנּו
ֲאבוֵתינּו. 

ּגוֲאֵלנּו ּגוֵאל 
ֲאבוֵתינּו. 

יוְצֵרנּו צּור 
יְׁשּוָעֵתנּו. 

ּפוֵדנּו ּוַמִּציֵלנּו 
 ֵמעוָלם ְׁשֶמָך

הּוא 
ינּו קֱאל

. הּוא ָאִבינּו
הּוא ַמְלֵּכנּו 

הּוא 
. מוִׁשיֵענּו

ְוהּוא 
יוִׁשיֵענּו 
ְויִגְָאֵלנּו 

ֵׁשנִית 
ְויְַׁשִמיֵענּו 

ְּבַרֲחָמיו 
ית ְלֵעינֵי ֵׁשנִ 

 ָּכל ַחי
4.  
Closing 
Kingship 
verse 

ה' יְִמלְך ְלעוָלם 
 ָוֶעד

' יְִמלְך ה
. ְלעוָלם

ֱאלַהיְִך ִצּיון 
. ְלדר ָודר
 ַהְללּויָּה

 
This brings us to the second 

question: why is the trisagion in-
serted in the middle of the first of 
the blessings of kri’at Shema.  The 
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answer to our first question in part 
also answers the second one: the 
need to insert the angelic corona-
tion just prior to the Shema in order 
to create the angel/Israel corona-
tion parallelism left H ̣azal with no 
choice but to find a ‘home’ for the 
trisagion at a point in birkhot kri’at 
Shema that preceded the Shema itself.  
The combination of the trisagion 
and Yotzer Or is, though, not merely 
a marriage of necessity; there is a 
very organic connection between 
the two.  As modern scholars of lit-
urgy have pointed out, the angelic 
coronation ceremony described in 
Yotzer Or is the culmination of a 
metaphysical journey through the 
cosmos, as our universe was under-
stood by the authors of heikhalot lit-
erature.  The journey, which is wo-
ven into almost every phrase of Yot-
zer Or, starts on earth (“mal’ah ha-ar-
etz kinyanekha”), continues through 
the six heavens that house the phys-
ical and metaphysical astral bodies 
(heikhin u-foal zohorei h ̣ama; me-orot no-
tan sevivot uzo) and ends in the sev-
enth heaven, where (as understood 
in heikhalot literature) the angels live 
endlessly in the light of God’s char-
iot, praising God by saying the 
trisagion (see, for example, Law-
rence Hoffman, Traditional Prayers, 
Modern Commentaries (Jewish Lights 
Publishing, Vermont), pp. 50-51). 
(And, yes, that is where the expres-
sion “seventh heaven” comes 
from.) 

The above discussion helps us 
answer a number of the questions 
posed by R. Korobkin.  It explains, 
for example, why the trisagion pre-
cedes the Shema, notwithstanding 

the midrashic statement that the an-
gels’ coronation of God must await 
“permission” from Israel’s recita-
tion of its (Shema) coronation: both 
the reframing of the Shema as a cor-
onation verse through the prior rec-
itation of the angelic coronation 
and the fact that the trisagion is an 
organic part of the cosmogony as-
sumed by the Yotzer Or blessing ne-
cessitated that the trisagion precede 
the Shema.  It explains why in kedu-
shah Israel says the angelic corona-
tion verse―the trisagion―but an-
gels are never found to be emulating 
the human formula of Shema: as un-
derstood by heikhalot literature and 
as finds expression in Yotzer Or, we 
aspire to (metaphysically) reach the 
seventh heaven where the angels 
and God reside; having recited Yot-
zer Or and coroneted God with our 
recitation of the Shema, we express 
our (hoped for) arrival at that desti-
nation through the recitation in Mu-
saf kedushah, together with the an-
gels, of the trisagion. 

While there is much more that 
has, and can, be said on these sub-
jects, it is hoped that the above 
notes on the relationship of devel-
opments in Jewish theology, 
heikhalot literature and liturgy can, 
when added to R. Korobkin’s won-
derful insights, help us better com-
prehend key elements of our daily 
prayers. 

 
Allen Friedman 

Teaneck, NJ 
  



Letters to the Editor : 13 

 
Rabbi N. Daniel Korobkin responds: 

 
I thank Allen Friedman for his re-
sponse to my article and for his rep-
resenting Reuven Kimelman’s very 
interesting historical evolution of 
the Shema prayer, as a part of help-
ing us better understand the rela-
tionship between Shema and Kedu-
shah. If one were just reading Mr. 
Friedman’s letter without reading 
the original article, however, one 
might not appreciate that the objec-
tive of my article, first and fore-
most, was to attempt to underscore 
the differences between the Pales-
tinian and Babylonian nusḥa’ot of 
Kedusha (which would eventually 
evolve into nush ̣a’ot Ashkenaz and 
Sfard, respectively). After identify-
ing some of those differences, I had 
suggested, based on various source 
texts, that the difference in nusah ̣ is 
related to differing attitudes toward 
the angels in general, either as being 
objects of emulation, as in the Bab-
ylonian version of Kedushah, or as 
being reminders of the stark con-
trasts between inferior man and a 
more perfect being, as in the Pales-
tinian version. While Mr. Fried-
man’s points are very well taken, 
and they do help answer some of 
the questions raised in my article 
from a historical perspective, the 
central theme of the article still 
stands. 

 
Omnipotence 

 
I RECENTLY HAD THE PLEASURE of 
discovering Ḥakirah, having been 
directed to the article “On Divine 
Omnipotence and its Limitations” 

published in Volume 2. 
As its title suggests, its premise is 

predicated upon an assumption that 
one can in some way rationalize “lim-
itations” to G-d’s omnipotence, and it 
explores what the author describes as 
“a simplistic understanding of G-d’s 
omnipotence” that “in this sense is a 
substantial oversimplification.” 

The proofs he cites would ap-
pear to support his thesis; however, 
I feel that the author has, in fact, got 
the wrong end of the proverbial 
stick. This is quite an important ob-
servation, since a minor error in a 
field so fraught with misconcep-
tions and outright heresy can result 
in some quite unexpected outcomes 
that were never the originator’s in-
tention. 

Arguing that there are any limi-
tations on G-d’s abilities or 
knowledge has a fundamental prob-
lem in that it requires us to be able 
to delineate the possible and impos-
sible, the knowable and the un-
knowable; essentially the arguments 
for the function have to be parame-
terized in some fashion. This raises 
a fundamental issue: to what degree 
are we able to define the possible 
and impossible? 

One of the examples cited is the 
impossibility of G-d creating a tri-
angle such that the sum of its angles 
are not 180 degrees, which is not 
quite as implausible as it first ap-
pears to be. This can be approached 
from two directions: either that G-d 
actually can achieve this seemingly 
impossible feat by revealing a hith-
erto unknown mathematical fact, or 
that He can change reality to ac-
commodate this new concept. 
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The former approach―revela-

tion―is again not an inherently im-
probable reality. Mathematics, like all 
areas of intellectual pursuit, will have 
new theories proposed and concepts 
discovered on a regular basis. It is per-
fectly plausible if improbable that 
with ever more powerful computers 
and their skilled usage, empirical evi-
dence will be discovered to support 
such a concept. In this instance, too, 
the impossible has not been achieved 
in that a hitherto undiscovered fact 
has been revealed. 

The latter approach―altering re-
ality―is not a case of G-d doing the 
impossible. Since G-d re-creates re-
ality on a moment-by-moment ba-
sis,3 altering this reality to suit a new 
outcome is hardly achieving the im-
possible for Him. Given what we 
know of G-d’s previous actions via 
His Torah, this sort of occurrence is 
improbable, but still remains within 
the realms of possibility. Were G-d 
to actually do so, then He will not 
have achieved the impossible, be-
cause in the new reality the impos-
sible becomes the possible. Alterna-
tively this could be regarded as 
simply a re-definition of a mathe-
matical concept. 

Essentially, however, it is my 
opinion that the Rishonim quoted are 
not attempting to limit G-d in some 
way, but their goal is to highlight the 
limitations that we inherently pos-
sess to be able to describe an impos-
sibility. If we are somehow to at-
tempt to define G-d’s limits, we 
would require absolute and infinite 

                                                      
3  As recited in the morning service: 

ּוְבטּובו  ַהֵּמִאיר ָלָאֶרץ ְוַלָּדִרים ָעֶליָה ְּבַרֲחִמים

knowledge in order to do so, and on 
that basis be able to create an im-
possible situation by which we 
might somehow predicate an argu-
ment regarding limitations on G-d’s 
abilities. Without that, every argu-
ment raised might have a logical or 
empirical solution, albeit currently 
unknown. 

Believing that G-d has abso-
lutely no limitations is far from na-
ïve; it simply acknowledges that 
with our limited knowledge, at-
tempting to define an impossibility 
is simply illogical, hence attempting 
to argue that G-d cannot somehow 
make the length of a given side of a 
square greater than its diagonal 
simply betrays our finite knowledge 
of G-d and His capabilities. 

At best these examples simply 
express a logical definition that is 
inherently inviolate. That is to say 
that creating a square whose diago-
nal is shorter than any of its sides 
has now created an entirely new 
definition as opposed to altering the 
reality of the previous. This is the 
nature of logic, as opposed to an in-
herent limitation on G-d’s abilities. 

Lastly, it is worth noting that 
Man did not invent mathematics, 
nor did he invent logic. Arguing 
that the Creator of both is some-
how incapable of altering either is in 
itself a logical conundrum. 
 

Dani Epstein 
Manchester, UK 

  

 .ְמַחֵּדׁש ְּבָכל יום ָּתִמיד ַמֲעשה ְבֵראִׁשית



Letters to the Editor : 15 

 
Yitzhak Grossman responds: 
 
Thank you for bringing your posi-
tion to my attention. 

The thrust of your disagreement 
with my article seems predicated on 
the interpretation that the article’s 
core is an innovative idea or ‘prem-
ise’ of my own, a ‘thesis’ for which 
I advance ‘proofs.’ I did not con-
ceive of it thus; I merely meant to 
explicate and analyze ideas that I 
considered to have been quite ex-
plicitly stated by several great medi-
eval Jewish thinkers (and gone en-
tirely unchallenged and uncon-
tested, at least throughout the medi-
eval period). The bulk of your cri-
tique, therefore, appears directed 
against the ideas of those thinkers, 
rather than against any of my own. 
Indeed, a major portion of my arti-
cle consisted of a reappraisal of 
whether various of the asserted in-
violable impossibilities were really 
so from our modern mathematical 
and scientific perspectives. Taking, 
for example, the specific case of 
mathematical truth, I noted that we 
would certainly not today consider 

Euclidean geometrical truth, at least 
in the context of our physical uni-
verse, inviolable (albeit for reasons 
somewhat different than those you 
propose). 

I do not really understand how 
you can interpret those medieval 
authorities to not be expressing the 
positions I have attributed to them; 
the only attempt at reinterpretation 
in your remarks is the suggestion 
that they “are not attempting to 
limit G-d in some way, but their 
goal is to highlight the limitations 
that we inherently possess to be 
able to describe an impossibility.” 
While it is true that their formula-
tions include expressions to the ef-
fect that “G-d cannot be described 
as capable” of contravening certain 
impossibilities, it is nevertheless 
quite clear from the totality of their 
remarks that they mean that these 
impossibilities are actually inviola-
ble, and are not merely conceding 
some sort of limitation of our ex-
pressive powers. 

 
 

 




