
Hallel lle
This section of the service is known as Hallel
since all of the psalms employ either the word lld
(hallel), praise, or the concept of praise.The term
lld (hallel) always refers to praise of an ecstatic
nature. In the Temple, such psalms were usually
accompanied by musical instruments and dancing.
They express great joy which spreads throughout
the universe.

Partial Hallel

Originally the Hallel was not recited on Rosh
H. odesh or the intermediate days of Pesah.. It was
confined to the three Festivals — Pesah., Shavuot,
and Sukkot (days when there were special cere-
monies peformed in the Temple) — and
H. anukkah (which was patterned after Sukkot). It
was not recited on the intermediate and last days
of Pesah. because there were no unique cere-
monies on those days, as there were on each of
the days of Sukkot. Later, midrashic reasons were
given for these practices such as: since the Egyp-
tians drowned in the sea, our rejoicing could not
be complete on Pesah..The Partial Hallel is a cre-
ation of the Jews of Babylonia, who added this to
the liturgy of festive days when Hallel was not
recited in the Temple (namely: Rosh H. odesh and
the last six days of Pesah.). In order to signify the
difference between these days and the others,
they eliminated the first half of two of the
psalms, 115 and 116. (See Taanit 28b.)

132 HALLEL

The Feasts of Revelation

The three pilgrimage festivals, that of the deliverance from Egypt, that of the revelation of the Ten Com-
mandments, and that of the Feast of Booths in the wilderness, feasts to which everyone in the land once
journeyed to the common sanctuary, give an image of the people as the carrier of revelation. Creation and
redemption, too, are revealed in revelation, creation because it was done for the sake of revelation; redemp-
tion because revelation bids us wait for it.And so, in the course of the destiny of the people chosen for reve-
lation, the periods of the feasts in which this people grows aware of its vocation to be the recipient of reve-
lation are grouped around the day and the moment on which revelation is actually received.The vocation is
shown in three stages: the people are created into a people; this people is endowed with the words of revela-
tion; and with the Torah it has received this people wanders through the wilderness of the world.The eight-
day periods of the Passover and the Feast of Booths are grouped around the two-day Feast of Weeks. In these
three festivals, the steps of eternal history pace the ground of the year with its cycle of Sabbaths, a ground
which is as it were, eternal in nature. Franz Rosenzweig
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PSALM 113

Like many Halleluyah psalms, Psalm 113 is uni-
versal in nature and speaks of God’s greatness and
concern for all humanity, especially for the down-
trodden. Even the phrase “you servants of Adonai”
could refer to anyone who worships Adonai. Rab-
binic tradition, however, has given this psalm a
completely different interpretation, one which
connects it with Psalm 114 (which follows) and
makes it appropriate for recitation on the Festi-
vals. It interprets it as the psalm recited in Egypt
on the night of the plague of the firstborn. It was,
said the Sages, the first instance since Creation in
which anyone had praised God. Who did so? The
long-enslaved Israelites praised God when they
ceased being slaves to Pharaoh and became slaves
(servants) of God (Midrash Psalms 113:2).

PSALM 114

This brief but powerful psalm is a poetic descrip-
tion of the significance and effect of the Exodus
on the world. Rather than speak about the nations
and their reaction to this event, the psalmist
describes how nature reacted: prancing and danc-
ing before the might of the God of Jacob.

The rhythmic stresses and emphases of the
Hebrew convey the feeling of movement or dance.

HALLEL 133

— to recite Hallel. This blessing indicates
that the recitation of these specific psalms on these specific
days is a mitzvah, just as the recitation of certain books of the
Bible on special days is a mitzvah. The word `xwl (likro), to
recite or read, is always used liturgically in reference to read-
ing some portion of Scripture, which is known in Hebrew as
`xwn (mikra), from the same Hebrew root.

— Halleluyah. A compound word: elld (hal’lu),
praise, and di (Yah), a form of the name of God. The word
itself begins and ends the psalm, while its root appears three
more times in the psalm.

— servants of Adonai. Either all who worship
God or specifically Israel. The midrash understands it the
latter way, since it connects this psalm with the Exodus. car

(eved), servant, can also mean a slave. Israel is no longer
enslaved and, therefore, is duty-bound to praise Adonai
whose servants they are (Midrash Psalms 113:2).

— now. The midrash takes this as referring to a spe-
cific time: the moment of Israel’s freedom.

— From east. Literally, “the rising of the
sun.” The implication may be both temporal and spatial.

— above all nations. Ibn Ezra: above the praise
of nations. No matter how much they praise God, they can
never capture all of God’s greatness.

— God’s glory extends beyond the heav-
ens. “Glory” refers to God’s Presence, not merely praise. God
is not confined to the heavens, high as they may be.
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— enthroned on high. This tran-
scendent nature of God places God beyond the
confines of space.

— concerned with all. Literally,
“He comes down to see.” Even though enthroned
on high, God is close to us, concerned with human
life and with all that happens in the universe. As the
Talmud put it: “Wherever you find God’s greatness,
there do you find God’s humility” (Megillah 31a).

— God lifts the poor out of the
dust. This and the following lines indicate God’s
concern with helping those most in need.

— House of Jacob. Parallel to “Israel.”
Either of these two names of Jacob can be used to
refer to the people.

— alien people. The Egyptians. The
midrash twists the letters of frl (lo.ez), alien, into
flr (aliz), meaning happy — “a happy people,” as
we find in Psalm 105:38: “Egypt rejoiced in their
leaving.” The midrash explains: “It is like a fat per-
son riding an ass. When he gets off, who is happier?
He or the animal? Thus Egypt was also glad to be
finished with the plagues” (Midrash Psalms 114:1).

— Judah became God’s holy one.
Parallel to “Israel,” Judah also refers to Israel, which
became God’s kingdom of priests and a holy nation
(Exodus 19:6). The midrash, however, relates it to
the tribe of Judah, whose representative vied with
others to be the first to plunge into the Sea of
Reeds, causing it to split (Midrash Psalms 114:8).

— The sea. The Sea of Reeds fled before the
Israelites, allowing them to cross over dry land.

— the Jordan. Rashi, following the midrash,
takes this to mean that at the time of the crossing,
all the waters God had created reacted as did the
Sea. Ibn Ezra understands it as a reference to the
time when the Jordan heaped together as a wall to
permit the Israelites to cross over into Canaan
(Joshua 3:15–17).

133 HALLEL

— Mountains. All of nature reacted in joy to the
Exodus.

— O sea, why did you flee? A rhetorical ques-
tion directed to these components of nature.

— at Adonai’s presence. Better: “before the
Lord.” The Hebrew is not the Name of God, but the title oec`

(adon), Master or Lord, implying God’s mastery over the cre-
ation. This is often used in the liturgy as a way of referring
to God, as in Adon Olam or in the Aleinu prayer where God
is called “Master of all” (Adon ha-kol).

— rock. Possibly a reference to Exodus 17:6, where
Moses struck a rock and water emerged.
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PSALM 115

This psalm expresses the feelings of the people at
a time of peril. Coming to the Temple, they
beseech God to come to their aid. They receive
assurance that they need not fear the nations
since the gods of the nations do not exist, but
Israel’s God can and will help them. Accepting
this reassurance, they come away from this cere-
mony with a feeling of renewed confidence and
trust. The psalm was formulated as a liturgical
dialogue — perhaps between the people and the
Levites, or between different sections of the
Levite choir.

HALLEL 134

— Not for us. Save us not for our sakes but in order
to bring honor to Your name among the nations. The salva-
tion of Israel in time of peril from enemies who worship
pagan gods will result in the sanctification of God’s name.

— Why should the nations say. If God
does not help, the pagan nations will taunt Israel and will
question the power and the very existence of Israel’s God.

— Our God is in heaven. We believe that our
God does indeed exist and can accomplish whatever God wills.

— Their idols are silver. The people are
assured that on the contrary, it is the idols of the nations

that are totally powerless. They are nothing but images cre-
ated by human beings and have no powers or abilities to do
anything.

— They have a mouth. These verses, which appear
again in Psalm 135:15–20, constitute almost an official,
stereotypic description of fetishism, which is how ancient
Israel understood idolatry. It is mocked as the worship of
mere sticks and stones.

— Their makers . . . shall become like
them. Israel has nothing to fear, since those who make such
gods shall be as powerless as their fetishes.
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— trust in them. It is ironic that first
they create them, and then they trust in that
which is merely their own handiwork.

— Let the House of Israel
trust in Adonai. The Hebrew is a powerful call to
the people: O Israel! Trust in Adonai! The Levites
turn to them, to the Priests, and to all who revere
God to put their faith in the Almighty. They need
not be afraid of the danger they face. All they need
do is reestablish their trust in God, who will pro-
tect them.

— Adonai remembers us. When the
Partial Hallel is recited, the recitation of this
psalm begins here. The tendency is to see this as a
separate composition, but it is not. It is the con-
tinuation of the section above and the two sec-
tions must be understood as one unit.

The people voice their renewed faith in God.
Israel now feels reassured that God will “remem-
ber” — fulfill the divine promises and obligations
to Israel — and bless them all, young and old
alike.

— God will bless. God’s remembrance of
Israel will be fulfilled through the increase of the
people. The three groups who were advised to
trust in God are now described as being thus
blessed by God. “Trust” was mentioned four times.
“Blessing” is now mentioned four times. Trust
leads to blessing.

— May Adonai increase. The Levites
invoke God’s blessings upon the people. In the
Temple, where this psalm was recited, the
Kohanim pronounced God’s blessing upon the
people. This verse may allude to that blessing
(Numbers 6:24–26).

— Maker of heaven and earth.
The designation of God as Creator of heaven and
earth goes back to the time of Abraham (Genesis
14:19, 22), and is in complete contrast to the gods
of the heathens mentioned above, who were them-
selves created by humans.

134 HALLEL

— The heavens belong to Adonai. In
anticipation of God’s help and blessing, the people affirm
that God is indeed the Creator of all. They thank God for giv-
ing us the earth for our own possession.

— The dead cannot praise. The Bible
pictured the realm of the dead as a place of shadows and

darkness separated from God. To praise is to say “Hallelu-
yah,” as we do at the end of the psalm.

— But we. We who are alive, who are convinced that
we shall be saved from peril, bless and praise God. Those who
came to the Temple with feelings of fear and trepidation con-
clude with confidence and trust, proclaiming “Halleluyah!”
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PSALM 116

An expression of gratitude by someone who has
come to the Temple to bring an offering of thanks.
The psalmist describes how, at time of trouble, he
called upon God and was saved. In thankfulness, he
came to the Temple, proclaiming God’s greatness
and offering sacrifice.The phrase `xw` �d myae, “I
proclaim the Name of Adonai,” is repeated three
times as a refrain.This psalm may have been com-
posed for use by individuals who came to pay their
vows and publicly voice their thanksgiving to God,
similar to the recitation of the Gomel blessing
today by someone who has been spared from a
perilous situation. (See page 142.) The psalm is
written in the first person singular, but the mid-
rash views it as referring to the collective Israel.
Rashi, however, interprets it as a psalm recited by
David when Saul died and David became king;
therefore all the references are to Saul’s unsuccess-
ful attempts to kill David.

When Partial Hallel is recited, the first half of
this psalm is omitted.

HALLEL 135

— I love knowing. Or: “I would love
Adonai to hear.” Some suggest it should be: “I love [Adonai]
for He hears” (JPS). The psalmist begins with the statement
of his contentment at the fact that God listened to his plea
for help and saved him from his distress.

— I called on Adonai. The midrash
(Sifre Deuteronomy 32) reminds us that we should call upon
God — i.e., bless God’s Name — both at times of good tid-
ings and at times of sorrow. At the latter, we recite the bless-
ing zn`d oiic jexa (barukh dayyan ha-emet), Blessed be the
true Judge.

— I prayed. Literally, “Please — Adonai!” These
lines are the words of supplication spoken by the individual
when he was in anguish.

— God has delivered me from death.
Literally, “For You have delivered my soul from death.” After
speaking to his soul (his being) and assuring it that God has
saved it, the psalmist then turns directly to God, thanking
God for delivering him.

— in the land of the living. In this world
and not the netherworld (Ibn Ezra). Rashi, who reads this as
David’s psalm, understands it as the Land of Israel from
which David had been driven and to which he can now
return.
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— How can I repay. When the Partial
Hallel is recited, the recitation of this psalm
begins here. This section, however, is merely a
continuation of the psalm which began above, not
a psalm in its own right.

Having described God’s graciousness to him, the
psalmist rhetorically asks how he can repay God.

— all His gifts to me. The
Hebrew root is lnb (g-m-l), which was translated
above “has dealt kindly with me.” It means to rec-
ompense or benefit. This psalm is being recited
because of the recompense that the individual has
received from God.

— I will raise the cup. This verse is
included in the Havdalah, where it is taken literally
and recited before lifting the cup of wine. (See page
299.) The cup is a frequently used symbol of both
sorrow and joy. The most famous example of joy is
“my cup runs over” in Psalm 23:5. To symbolize
sorrow, see Isaiah 51:17: “Arise, O Jerusalem, You
who from Adonai’s hand have drunk the cup of His
wrath.”

— and invoke. I will proclaim my debt and
thanksgiving to God. This is the second time this
phrase has been used. The first was in time of dis-
tress. Now it is recited in a time of deliverance.

— my vows. Vows are taken very seriously.
Rabbi Yehudah taught that it was best not to vow
at all, but Rabbi Meir disagreed saying that one
should vow but must be certain to fulfill (Midrash
Psalms 116:4). The recitation of Kol Nidrei, All
Vows, on Yom Kippur is a reflection of our con-
cern with unfulfilled vows.

135 HALLEL

— Grievous. God cares very much for those faithful to
Him, and therefore saves them from death. The word has the
connotation of “heavy” or “difficult.” The midrash applies
this to a series of righteous people, each of whom had done
important deeds for the honor of God: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob,
Moses, David, etc. Therefore, it was grievous for God to tell
them they must die, but God said, “They must depart to
make way for others” (Midrash Psalms 116:6). Death comes
not as a punishment, but as a normal part of the pattern of
life. Without it, no new life would be possible.

— born of Your maidservant. Rashi applies this
to Ruth, David’s ancestress, the righteous convert who chose
to become God’s servant.

— To You will I bring an offering. Literally, “an
offering of thanksgiving.” In this way the psalmist “repays”
God for God’s goodness to him.
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PSALM 117

This brief psalm calls upon all the nations of the
world to praise God for God’s mercy and faith-
fulness, cqg (h.esed). It serves here as an introduc-
tion to the following psalm, in which Israel
praises God for divine acts of salvation.

PSALM 118

Another liturgical psalm, this contains an entire
brief but majestic service of thanksgiving and
acknowledgment of God’s merciful actions. It
begins and ends with a call to the people of Israel
to proclaim thanksgiving to God. It describes the
circumstances of distress in which the individual or
the nation had fallen, tells of God’s salvation, and
describes the act of thanksgiving that is now being
performed. Some have seen this as a prayer offered
by a sovereign saved from distress (Dahood). More
likely it is a song sung by Israel, patterned after the
Song of the Sea — which it actually quotes — in
which the first person singular is used to represent
the people Israel. It accompanies a ceremony of
eced (hodu), thanksgiving, which is accomplished by
uttering the words ecqg mlerl ik (ki l’olam h.asdo),
God’s steadfast love is eternal. See Psalm 136
(page 92), where this formula is repeated twenty-
six times.

HALLEL 136

— all nations. Because of its belief in the existence
of one God and one God only, Israel could and did turn to all
the nations and peoples of the world exhorting them to
praise this God. Noting the repetition of the word lk (kol),
all, the midrash pondered the question: When is it that all
nations and all peoples praise God at the same time? Their
answer: When there has been a drought and then rain falls,
“all the world rejoices and praises God” (Midrash Psalms
117:1). An appreciation of the wonders of the world can
unite all faiths and creeds.

— God’s love has overwhelmed us. Although
the nations are called upon to praise God, the reason seems
to be connected to the people of Israel. God has shown true
faithfulness to “us.”

The four lines following dielld (halleluyah) are recited
first by the leader of the service and then by the congrega-
tion. On Sukkot, when reciting the first two of these four
lines,we take the lulav in the right hand and the etrog in
the left, pitam (tip) facing upward, and wave them six
times in the following order: forward, to the right, back-
ward, to the left, upward, downward.This symbolizes the
presence of God throughout the universe.When the Name
of God is pronounced, we hold them straight and do not
point in any specific direction, since that would imply that
God is only in that spot.

— Praise Adonai, for God is good. Or:
“thankfully acknowledge Adonai.” A technical term acknowl-
edging and thanking God for God’s goodness, the acts that
saved the petitioner from disaster.
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— God’s love endures forever.
This is the phrase used to express thanksgiving, a
proclamation of God’s graciousness. cqg (h. esed),
love, means faithfulness. God faithfully guards and
saves Israel.

— Let the House of Israel
declare. In this opening section, the people in the
Temple are called upon to utter this formula of
thanksgiving. Similarly, the Priests and Levites
(House of Aaron) must make this declaration, as
must “those who revere Adonai” — perhaps a ref-
erence to those non-Israelite dwellers in the Land
who have accepted the worship of Adonai.

— In distress. In this central section of
the psalm, the reason for this ceremony of thanks-
giving is described. Israel, personified, describes an
experience of distress followed by triumph. We
have no way of identifying the historical incident
that might have precipitated this. Two contrasting
words are used: xvn (meitzar), distress, and agxn
(merh. av), relief. Both are physical descriptions: a
narrow place and a broad place. The petitioner
called upon Yah (God) when he felt hemmed in.
God’s response was to break the confines so that
he was “in the broad place of Yah.” Whenever we
are delivered from a stressful situation, we feel as
if vast horizons suddenly open up.

— what can mortals do to
me? In these verses, the might and righteousness
of God are contrasted with the limitations and
unfaithfulness of human beings.

— all nations. Israel was surrounded by
enemy nations.

— in Adonai’s name I
overcame them. Through God’s help I triumphed.
This phrase is repeated three times. The midrash
sees this as a prediction of the future apocalyptic
war of Gog and Magog (Ezekiel 38–39) in which
Israel will finally triumph for all time over all the
forces of wickedness in the world and God will
reign supreme (Midrash Psalms 118:13).

136 HALLEL

— Adonai is my strength. A quotation from
the Song of the Sea, Exodus 15:2: “Yah is my strength and
might.” That song has always been considered the supreme
expression of thanksgiving for salvation. By quoting it, the
psalmist ties this song to that one, and this event to that pri-
mal event of salvation, the splitting of the Sea.

— The might of Adonai. Literally, “the right
hand of Adonai” — another reference to the Song of the Sea,
where the right hand of God is described as destroying the
enemy (Exodus 15:6).

— Open for me. After describing their salvation,
the people, standing at the gate of the Temple, now ask per-

mission to enter so that they may proclaim their acknowl-
edgment of God’s role in their triumph.

— the gates of triumph. Or: “victory.” Because
the word also means “righteousness,” and is used in the next
line to refer to miwicv (tzadikim), the righteous, the midrash
applies this passage to the world to come. There, each per-
son will be asked what he or she did in this world. If one
says, “I fed the hungry,” “I clothed the naked,” or “I per-
formed deeds of lovingkindness,” that person will be told:
“This is the gateway of Adonai; the righteous shall enter
therein” (Midrash Psalms 118:17).

Job Name: -- /303278t

Copyright © 2003 by The Rabbinical Assembly, Inc. All rights reserved.



— I praise You. The continuation of Psalm
118, which began on the previous page. Here it
reaches a new phase. The people have entered the
Sanctuary and now formally acknowledge God’s
goodness. The Hebrew word jce` (od’kha), I praise
You, comes from the same root as the first word of
the psalm, eced (hodu), praise. For the first time
God is addressed directly: I praise You. Previously
the people were relating the story of their trouble
and triumph; now they turn to God to acknowl-
edge and thank the Almighty.

— This is the doing of
Adonai. Their salvation was due to the acts of God.
The midrash characteristically applies this to spe-
cific incidents in history. It was said by Israel when
the Egyptians marveled at their transformation
from slaves to a redeemed people. Israel replied,
“You are amazed? So are we!” To which the Holy
Spirit replied: “This is the doing of Adonai!” Or, it
was said by David, who one moment was a shep-
herd and the next a king. Everyone marveled at it,
and so did David. The Holy Spirit announced: “This
is the doing of Adonai!” (Midrash Psalms 118:21). A
similar reaction occurred in 1967 after the Six Day
War, when everyone marveled at what had hap-
pened and the most appropriate reaction seemed to
be: This is the doing of Adonai! It is marvelous in
our sight. Indeed, this entire psalm seems particu-
larly appropriate to that event.

— it is marvelous in our
sight. The psalm now uses the first person plural,
as all the people join in this act of thanksgiving
and acknowledgment.

— This is the day. In the Bible, the same
idea is often repeated in different words. This
phrase is parallel to “This is the doing of Adonai.”
The midrash, however, assumes that there is a spe-
cial emphasis to the word “this” and interprets it
as referring to the final triumph in the future.
“After every redemption, enslavement followed.
But now there will be no more enslavement!”
(Midrash Psalms 118:22).

HALLEL 137

The four lines beginning with �d `p` (ana Adonai) are
recited first by the leader of the service and then by the
congregation. On Sukkot, when reciting the first two of
these lines, we take the lulav in the right hand and the
etrog in the left, pitam (tip) facing upward, and wave
them six times in the following order: forward, to the
right, backward, to the left, upward, downward.This
symbolizes the presence of God throughout the universe.
When the Name of God is pronounced, we hold them
straight and do not point in any specific direction, since
that would imply that God is only in that spot.This is
also done when reciting eced (hodu) further on.

— we implore You. Having experienced God’s sal-
vation, Israel pleads that God may continue to deliver them
and help them succeed in all their efforts, now and in the
future.

— Blessed are all who come in the
name of Adonai. The officiants in the Temple respond to the
people by announcing that they are the recipients of God’s
blessing. The Priestly Blessing was recited in the Temple at
the conclusion of sacrificial services.
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— has given us light. A reference to the
phrase in the Priestly Blessing, “May Adonai make
His face give light unto you” (Numbers 6:25).

— You are my God. The ceremony
comes to an end with this proclamation that
Adonai is our God, repeated twice. It is another
echo of the Song of the Sea: “This is my God and I
will glorify Him, my father’s God and I will extol
Him” (Exodus 15:2).

— and I praise You. Another use of the root
meaning “to acknowledge thankfully.” It is fol-
lowed by the words of acknowledgment with
which the psalm began: �dl eced (hodu Ladonai),
Acclaim Adonai, i.e., Acknowledge God; His stead-
fast love is eternal.

— May all creation praise You. The con-
cluding blessing to the recitation of Hallel. Follow-
ing the recitation of these psalms, we summarize
them and characterize them. The prayer echoes
many of the words used in the psalms that have
just been recited.

— to chant praise. Or: “to acknowledge
thankfully.” It is the same word used so often in
the last psalm of the Hallel, Psalm 118.

— You are God. As proclaimed in Psalm
118: “You are my God.”

137 HALLEL

Reciting these psalms of praise on these festive occasions, we feel ourselves part of the ancient ceremonies performed
in the Temple in Jerusalem, where thousands upon thousands of Jews gathered on each Festival in the days of the Sec-
ond Temple.They came from all over the Diaspora, from Egypt, from Spain, from Rome, and from Babylonia, to par-
ticipate as one people in these joyous times.They recited ancient words, words which had originated during the First
Temple period (before 586 B.C.E.) to accompany days when the people gathered together to express their hopes, their
prayers, their needs, and, most of all, their thankfulness to God. By adding their recitation on Yom Ha-atzma’ut and
Yom Yerushalayim,we express gratitude for the miracles of modern Jewish history and our hopes for Israel’s future.
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