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our congregations to continue, restore, or initiate the traditional practice of 
inviting priests to bless the community from the bimah (dukhening) on 
festivals.  
When I was a pulpit rabbi, I served a congregation that was founded in the 
1940s, during the height of 20th-century rationalism, and had never 
included the ritual of dukhening. With the dawn of the 21st century and 
increasing interest in the mystical side of Judaism, as well as in the 
exploration of family genealogy, I proposed that we institute the priestly 
blessing on festivals. While most congregants supported the move, and we 
did indeed begin the practice, others were unhappy and even offended. 
The most passionate objection was that putting the priests on a pedestal to 
bless the congregation was not appropriate, because they were not 
necessarily better models of piety than anyone else. One congregant raised 
a sensitive concern that this practice would invite others to make 
unflattering comments along the lines of, “If you knew what I know about 
Mr. Cohen, you wouldn’t want his blessing.” 
This congregant had a good point. Indeed, there are many centuries of 
literature addressing precisely her concern. In the Talmud Yerushalmi 
(Gittin 5:9, 47b), Rav Huna says that even if there is only one kohen (priest) 
present to say the blessing, the prayer leader should still cry out in the 
plural, “kohanim,” to show that it is the tribe, not the individual, that offers 
blessing. He continues: “This is lest a person should say, this kohen has had 
illicit sex, or shed blood, and now he is going to bless us? God says, the 
priests will pronounce My name, but I will bless the people.”  
Concerns about the attitudes of the people to the priests are explored in 
the halakhic literature (See Shulhan Arukh OH 128). Some of these 
concerns seem to be reasonable. For example, according to Rabbi Karo, a 
kohen who has killed a person, even unintentionally, may never again raise 
his hands in blessing lest it distract the people, just as the Yerushalmi fears. 
Even so, Rabbi Moshe Isserles permits a kohen who has killed but then 
repented to offer blessings, lest his repentance be discouraged. The people 
are instructed to be forgiving, and thus worthy of the blessing. 
What about the attitude of the kohen toward the people? Does it suffice 
for the kohen to say the words and trust that God will show mercy upon the 
people, even if the kohen himself is filled with anger or indifference toward 
them? This is a question where the mystical book of Zohar effectively 
weaves together the biblical and rabbinic materials to influence the  

halakhah in a very meaningful fashion. In the book of Proverbs (22:9) we 
read, “one who is generous will be blessed”; an alternative translation would 
be, “only a person who looks well upon others may bless them.” In the 
Talmud (BT Sotah 39a) R’ Zeira teaches in the name of R’ Hisda that before 
uttering the priestly benediction, the kohen says the following blessing: 
“…who has commanded us regarding the holiness of Aaron, commanding us 
to bless God’s people Israel with love.” Those final two words, “with love,” 
imply that the priest needs to be filled with mercy at the time of blessing. 
The Zohar expands upon this theme (Vol. 3, 147b; see Daniel Matt edition, 
vol.8, 479f), saying, “Any priest who does not love the people, or whom the 
people do not love, should not spread his hands to bless the people.” The 
Zohar cites our verse from Proverbs to prove the point.  
So, is it mystical and irrational to invite the priests up to bless the people? 
Yes, it is, in the best possible sense. When a congregation can set aside its 
disagreements and accept the blessings of even unpopular members, that is 
irrational and mysterious. When a kohen who is an otherwise plain person 
with no leadership profile is nevertheless invited to offer a blessing, and when 
that person does so with love, that, too, is irrational and mysterious.  
Thank God for such irrational and mysterious behaviors! To be critical of 
each other and filled with harsh judgment is frequently rational and fully 
justified. We are living in a highly rancorous environment where our worst 
assumptions of other people are being confirmed each day. Nothing can be 
more rational than to criticize and even despise our fellow citizens. But the 
mystery of faith is animated by the power of mercy to overwhelm judgment, 
and love to banish hatred. When the priests pronounce God’s name in love, 
then mercy links heaven and earth, and the world becomes fertile with 
blessing. What is true of the priests is true of each of us—after all, we, too, 
are commanded to love our neighbors as ourselves. May we summon the 
irrational and mysterious ability to ignore the faults of others, and to bless 
them with love. In so doing, may we in turn receive God’s mysterious and 
irrational blessing.  
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