
Hoshana Rabbah
The seventh day of Sukkot is called Hoshana Rab-
bah — the Great Hoshana — because of the great
number of Hoshana prayers and processions (seven
in all) that are held on that day. The uniqueness of
this day goes back at least to the days of the Second
Temple, when the altar was encircled seven times
while Hoshanot prayers were chanted.The custom
of beating branches against the altar was also
observed (Sukkah 4:5–6). The uniqueness of the
day can be attributed to the fact that it is the last
day of Sukkot. The next day, Sh’mini Atzeret, is
considered a different holiday. At that time Sukkot
was held in such high esteem mainly because it was
identified as the time when the world was judged in
regard to water.The Talmud records: “On the night
after the last day of [Sukkot] all would scrutinize the
smoke arising from the wood [of the altar]. If it
went to the north, the poor rejoiced and the rich
were sad because it meant that the rains that year
would be abundant so that fruits would rot quickly
(i.e., prices would go down). If it went to the south
. . . [the opposite would occur]” (Yoma 21b).

At a later period, however, Hoshana Rabbah
also became the end of the High Holy Day period,
the last day of judgment of human beings, an exten-
sion of Yom Kippur.The thirteenth-century kabbal-
ist Bah.ya ben Asher of Saragossa called it the “day of
great sealing on high, aside from the first sealing of
Yom Kippur.” The cry “Hoshana” — “save us” —
took on the meaning of “Save us from severe judg-
ment.” The Zohar (Vayeh.i 12a) indicates that the
heavenly decree is sealed only on Hoshana Rabbah.
For this reason the leader of the service dresses in
white, as on Yom Kippur, and some of the prayers
are chanted with the melodies of the High Holy
Days. Furthermore, as happened with many cus-
toms influenced by the Kabbalah, messianic over-
tones were added, as we see in the prayers on pages
211–212 which accompany the beating of willow
twigs.
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— A Psalm of Praise. Literally, “A psalm of
thanksgiving.” This beautiful psalm is recited on weekdays
but not on Shabbat or Festivals. It was recited when one was
saved from danger and a sacrifice of thanksgiving was
brought to the Temple. This psalm is recited on Hoshana
Rabbah, which is not a full Festival.
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For translations and comments on these
prayers, see page 200.
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One who has not seen Jerusalem in her glory
has never seen a beautiful city.

One who has not seen the Temple when it was
standing has never seen a magnificent building.

We are speaking of Herod’s Temple. Of what
did he build it? Rabbah said:Yellow and white mar-
ble. Alternate rows projected out in order to leave
room for the plaster. He intended to cover it with
gold, but the Sages told him not to, since it was
more beautiful as it was, resembling the waves of
the ocean. Sukkah 51b

Rabbi Shimon bar Yoh.ai expounded: “He stands
and measures the earth; He glances and makes

nations tremble” (Habakkuk 3:6). The Holy One
measured all the nations and found none worthy to
receive the Torah except Israel. The Holy One
measured all the generations and found none wor-
thy to receive the Torah except the generation of
the wilderness. The Holy One measured all the
mountains and found none worthy of having His
Presence rest thereon except Mount Moriah. The
Holy One measured all cities and found none wor-
thy of having the Holy Temple built therein except
Jerusalem. Leviticus Rabbah 13:2

There is no beauty like the beauty of Jerusalem. Avot D’Rabbi Natan 28
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— This faithful nation. Each of
these Hoshana poems is alphabetical and has a sin-
gle theme. This one centers upon the people Israel.
Each phrase is a different name or description of
Israel. Many are based upon biblical references. The
first one, dneg ip` (ani h. omah), “I am a wall,”
comes from Song of Songs 8:10, where the maiden
describes herself as being a wall. The Sages inter-
preted Song of Songs as an allegory in which the
maiden is Israel whose beloved is God; hence, the
“wall” is Israel. dxrq dipr (aniyah so.arah), tossed
in the storm, is found in Isaiah 54:11: “Unhappy,
storm-tossed one.” Many of the other phrases,
summarized but not completely translated here,
come from Isaiah’s description of the suffering ser-
vant in chapter 53: “He was maltreated, yet he was
submissive; he did not open his mouth, like a sheep
being led to slaughter . . .” (53:7). The suffering
servant represents the people Israel. Thus Isaiah
explains the suffering of Israel not as a deserved
punishment, but as suffering in which the servant
sacrifices himself for others and will, in the end, be
vindicated.

— source of salvation. The central
theme is God, the Savior. Most of the stanzas end
in some form of the word hoshia — from the same
root as hoshanot, to save or deliver. God is asked to
save and help, with an emphasis upon agricultural
prosperity in the year ahead.

— Save man and beast. This poem
also stresses agricultural prosperity. It begins with
a phrase from Psalm 36:7 — “man and beast You
deliver, Adonai.” It has been ascribed to the early
poet Eleazer ben Kallir who lived in the Land of
Israel sometime in the early part of the first millen-
nium, but it may be even earlier.
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— Save the soil. A poem asking God
to save the earth, its animals, and its products from
disaster. Each two-word phrase begins with the
item to be saved: earth, beast, wheat, olives, wine,
etc. The second word names the disaster from
which it should be saved: curses, barrenness,
hunger, thirst, etc. This piyyut has also been
ascribed to Eleazer ben Kallir.

— For the sake of
our ancestors. In this prayer we ask God to help us
for the sake of, or because of the merit of, a list of
great individuals in the history of our people. The
list begins with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Also
included are Moses, Aaron, Phinehas, Joshua,
Samuel, David, Solomon, Elijah, Hananiah,
Mishael, Azariah, and Daniel. Also mentioned are
inanimate objects of importance connected to the
Tabernacle, the Temple, and Mount Sinai. Each
phrase ends with the word “fire.” Thus: “the son
bound upon wood and fire (Isaac).” Or: “the cere-
mony at Sinai, upon which You descended in fire.”

— Not translated. Not an original
poem, but a collection of verses from I Chronicles
29:11, Zechariah 14:9, and Deuteronomy 6:4. The
last is the first verse of the Sh’ma and is followed
by the liturgical response to that verse, “Blessed is
God’s glorious Name for ever and ever.”
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Ribbono shel olam — Master of the universe!
In ancient days, our ancestors circled the altar,

the symbol of their closeness to You.
We encompass the synagogue, the house created

so that we too might feel that You are near.
Thus we repeat the ancient cry: Hosha-na —

save us, help us, deliver us.
How often we say these words when we are

troubled, when we are frightened or in despair, and
turn to You for help. From the depths we cry unto
You.

But today we are not fearful.The very opposite!
These are the days of our joy, the season of rejoicing.

These are days when we sense the bounty of
Your world, the richness of harvest, the wealth of
resources we have been given.

We shout Hosha-na! out of joy and not out of
fear.

We express our confidence that indeed You 
are with us and will be with us throughout 
the year ahead. We call Ani va-ho hoshia na.
Ani va-ho — as our Sages taught: I together
with God, together we will save and deliver.

For we are Your partners in the work of creation.
You have given us a world of wonder; now we

must preserve it.
You have given us the forces of nature; now we

must learn to live with them, to harness them for
our good.

You have given us abundance; now we must
find the way to share it.

You have given us a precious heritage and have
preserved our people; may we be worthy of it and
recreate it anew in each generation.

Ani va-ho hoshia na!
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— As you redeemed. Those saved by God
are mentioned, followed by the plea, “help us now.” The
alphabetical order is followed, while at the conclusion there is
an acrostic spelling the name Shemuel, the author of the
poem. The list of those whom God helped begins with Israel
taken out of Egypt and continues with other versions of the
name of the people Israel, recalling their salvation as they

were brought through the Sea. Toward the end the poem
refers to those who performed these ceremonies at the Tem-
ple while circling the altar, mentions the Babylonian exiles,
and concludes with a plea to save those of Israel who are
exiled and return them from captivity. 

See commentary on page 201.

The lulav . . . is the symbol of gratitude to God and rejoicing in His goodness for the bounty He bestows in
the form of harvested crops and gathered-in vintage . . . The lulav emphasizes the need of making our

economic life such that it will contribute to our joy in God . . . Only when God’s justice is manifest in our
midst, can the gifts of nature be appreciated in a religious spirit. Mordecai M.Kaplan
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— Bless with rain. As the ceremony
progresses, the theme changes from help and salva-
tion generally to the specific need for water. Sukkot
is the beginning of the rainy season in the Land of
Israel and the time when “the world is judged
regarding water.” Therefore each stanza of this
poem concludes with the word min (mayim), water.
In a few places we find the word miny (shamayim),
heaven, the last part of which is mayim, water. Pop-
ular etymology has it that this is a compound word:
sham mayim, “water is there.” We list those for
whose sake we ask God to save us, beginning with
Abraham who, according to the midrash, was tested
in both fire and water. The legend states that when
he was a child Abraham was cast into a fire by Nim-
rod because of his refusal to acknowledge idolatry.
Miraculously he emerged alive (Genesis Rabbah
44:13). Abraham was tested by water when Satan
transformed himself into a stream of water which
he and Isaac would have to cross to reach Mount
Moriah (Tanh. uma Vayera 22; see also Genesis Rab-
bah 56:4).
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Rain comes down because of the power of God. . . . Rabbi Yoh.anan said:The Holy One retains three keys
in His own hands and has not entrusted them to any messenger — the key to fertility, the key to rain,

and the key to the resurrection of the dead. Taanit 2a
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A Voice Proclaims
A voice proclaims, proclaiming and declaring —

The herald of salvation comes; the voice of
my Beloved, behold He comes —

proclaiming and declaring —
He comes with myriad angels; to stand on the

Mount of Olives —
proclaiming and declaring —
He approaches to sound the shofar. Under

Him the mount will split —
proclaiming and declaring —
He knocks, He looks, He shines forth. Half

the mount moves from the East —
proclaiming and declaring —
His words are fulfilled; He comes with all His

holy ones —
proclaiming and declaring —
And unto all the creatures of the world, a

heavenly voice sounds throughout —
proclaiming and declaring —
The seed He begot is born; a child from his

mother’s womb —
proclaiming and declaring —
Who has travailed and given birth? Who has

heard the like?
proclaiming and declaring —
The Pure One has done this. Who has seen

the like?
proclaiming and declaring —
Salvation and time are one. Shall the earth

bring it forth in one day?
proclaiming and declaring —
Mighty above and beneath. Can a nation be

born at once?
proclaiming and declaring —
The Radiant One will redeem His people at

this time; there shall be light at evening —
proclaiming and declaring —
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— The voice of the prophet rings out. The cere-
mony reaches its climax with this messianic acrostic poem,
proclaiming the time of redemption. The repeated chorus is
based upon Isaiah 52:7: “How welcome on the mountain are
the footsteps of the herald — announcing happiness, pro-
claiming good fortune, announcing victory, telling Zion:
‘Your God is King!’” Ascribed to the poet Eleazer ben Kallir,
the poem draws on various prophetic descriptions of apoca-
lyptic events in the end of days. See, for example, Ezekiel
38–39 which is read as the Haftarah on the Shabbat of the
intermediate days of Sukkot.

(continued on opposite page)
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Redeemers shall ascend Mount Zion. Zion
has labored and given birth —

proclaiming and declaring —
It shall be heard throughout your borders;

enlarge your tent!
proclaiming and declaring —
Expand your dwelling place unto Damascus;

receive your sons and daughters!
proclaiming and declaring —
Rejoice, O rose of Sharon! Those who sleep

in Hebron have arisen —
proclaiming and declaring —
Turn to Me and be saved! Today — if you

will hearken to My voice!
proclaiming and declaring —
A man has sprung up; tzemah. (shoot) is his

name; it is David himself!
proclaiming and declaring —
Arise, those buried in the dust; awake and

rejoice, sleepers in the earth —
proclaiming and declaring —
The multitude of the people proclaims him

king; He is a tower of salvation to His
king —

proclaiming and declaring —
The wicked shall perish; He is loyal to His

Messiah, to David —
proclaiming and declaring —
Grant salvation to the eternal people; to David

and his seed forever!
proclaiming and declaring —
A voice proclaims, proclaiming and declaring!
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Modernists hold [that] the Messiah is not one man. Rather are all good men messiahs, since by laboring
together they cause the Kingdom to come. Nor will it arise all at once. It will be achieved slowly, cumu-

latively, “precept by precept, line by line, here a little, there a little.” . . .When then the Kingdom has come at
last, when the final evil has been broken and the remotest good achieved, the glory of that moment will
belong to all the men past and present who have dreamed of it and striven toward it. But the deeper glory
will belong to Him who through the ages has spurred mankind, often against its will, to the greater good and
beyond that to the greatest. Milton Steinberg
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