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The Liturgy of Rabbinic Iudaism 

Let me begin with a brief sketch of the history of the Jewish liturgy prior to the modern 
age. Essentially, it goes back to the Pharisees, i.e., to the period between the Maccabean 
Rebellion in the 1605 BCE and the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. It was they who 
selected the biblical passages to be used in synagogue worship, viz., the Shema, the 
Priestly Benediction, and the Hallel and other Psalms. And it was they who formulated 
the basic prayers, viz., the benedictions before and after the Shema, the seventeen 
benedictions of the Amidah (which later became eighteen, and ultimately nineteen), 
Kiddush, Havdalah, Birkat ha—Mazon, and the short blessings for various occasions. 
But the word 'formulated' needs to be qualified, for though the theme of eath prayer was 

. 

determined, the wording was left to the discretion of the Sheliach Tzibbur, and therefore 
the texts remained to some extent fluid. 

The Pharisees, then, laid the foundations. But that was only the beginning. Every 
subsequent age made its contribution. The Rabbis of the Mishnah and Talmud 
elaborated the Pharisaic prayers and composed new ones, including, e.g., Kaddish, 
Aleynu, Ribbon K01 Olamim, and Nishmat K01 Chai. They also defined the rules and 
regulations governing the recitation of the prayers, and established a selection of 
Scripture readings for Sabbaths and Festivals. 

Their successors of the Gaonic age, between 500 and 1000 CE, made still further 
contributions, especially of a mystical, angelological and poetic kind, including, e.g., the 
Kedushah, Eyn Keloheynu, K01 Nidrey, A1 Chet, and the Piyyutim, or liturgical poems, 
of Yamai and Kallir. From this period, too, come the earliest manuscript prayerbooks, 
by Amram Gaon of the ninth century and Saadia Gaon of the tenth. 
The Middle Ages, which for our purpose lasted from 1000 till 1500 CE, saw a huge 
growth in the writing of Piyyutim, especially by the Hebrew poets of Spain, such as 
Solomon Ibn Gabirol and Judah Halevi, including, e.g., the Yigdal by Daniel ben Judah of 
Rome, of the fourteenth century, and the Adon 01am, by an unknown author of about 
the same time. The period also saw the emergence of many different liturgical traditions 
or Minhagim, especially Sefardi and Ashkenazi, each with many sub-categories. From 
the Middle Ages, too, we have the earliest European manuscript prayerbooks, such as 
Machzor Vitry, compiled in France about 1100 CE, the prototype of all subsequent 
Ashkenazi prayerbooks, and Sefer Abudarham, compiled in Spain in 1340 CE, the 
prototype of the Spanish and Portuguese Iews’ liturgy. 

The next three centuries, from 1500 till 1800, sometimes known for want of a better 
name as the Ghetto period, benefited from the invention of printing in the fifteenth 
century and produced an ever growing number of printed prayerbooks, many of them 
with translation into European languages such as Italian, Spanish, Yiddish, Portuguese, 
French, Dutch, German and English. In addition, some important contributions were 
made by the Kabbalists of sixteenth-century SafedA They virtually created the Kabbalat 
Shabbat liturgy, for which Solomon Alkabetz wrote the Lecha Dodi, and their leader, 
Isaac Luria, largely influenced the subsequent Chasidic liturgy. 

Liturgical Reform 

And so we come to the modern period and the rise of the Reform or Liberal or 
Progressive movement, as it has been variously called, beginning for our purpose with
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'the establishment of the Hamburg Temple in 1818 and the publication of its first 
prayerbook the following year. 

The first concern of the Reformers was to make the synagogue services, which were 
losing their appeal to the newly emancipated generation, more attractive. Since the 
Emancipation catapulted the Jews from the Middle Ages into the Modern Age, i.e., into 
a European civilisation transformed by the Renaissance and the Reformation, the rise of 
modern philosophy and science, and of democracy, therefore this task, as the Reformers 
saw it, was to bring synagogue worship into harmony with the spirit of this new 
civilisation: in short, to modernise it. 

This entailed, in the first instance, some external changes. Thus the Reformers introduced 
the use of the vernacular, in addition to Hebrew; newly created music by great 
composers like Sulzer and Lewandowski; choral singing with organ accompaniment; 
mixed seating; and regular sermons. But the Reformers soon found that these external 
reforms were not enough, that they also needed to pay attention to the liturgy as such. 
For one thing, it had grown inordinately voluminous. For though, as we have seen, new 
compositions were admitted in every age, old ones were never discarded. As a result, a 
Shabbat morning service, for instance, would last about three hours, and even that 
entailed reciting the prayers at breakneck speed, certainly much too fast for the ordinary 
worshipper to recite them, or even to follow them, with Kavvanah, i.e., with attention to 
the meaning. There was therefore an urgent need to prune the liturgy. 

The most obvious way to do that was to reduce the superabundance of Piyyutim which 
had crept into it over the centuries, including many that were nothing more than 
intellectual puzzles, full of cryptic allusions to talmudic passages, and totally 
incomprehensible to the ordinary Jew. As a matter of fact, it was not only the Reformers 
who saw a need to do that but also Orthodox rabbis like Wolf Heidenheim and 
Seligman Baer whose work paved the way for prayerbooks like Singer's. 

But the Reformers went further. They also cut out what they regarded as unnecessary 
repetition. For instance, they saw no need to recite the Amidah four times on a Shabbat 
morning (twice in Shacharit and twice in Musaf); they thought it would be much better to 
recite it once, at a speed that allowed concentration; Similarly, they could see little 
point in saying Kaddish over and over again in the same service; just once, at the end, 
seemed to them enough, and there it could serve at once as a concluding prayer and a 
mourner's prayer. Again, rather than rush through a vast number of Psalms, one after 
another, they thought it better to select a few and read them at a measured pace, as 
great religious poetry should be read. Similarly, they felt that the reading of the Torah 
took too long; therefore instead of reading the whole Sidra, comprising several chapters, 
each week, they tended to read a selection, of up to about 20 verses, perhaps varying it 
from year to year. 

And in addition to all that, the Reformers felt uncomfortable with the doctrinal content of 
some of the traditional prayers. For instance, they rejected the hope for the rebuilding of 
the Temple and the restoration of the sxacrificial cult; and because they believed that 
one should be honest in what one says, not only to fellow human beings but also, and 
indeed especially, to God, therefore they omitted all prayers expressing that hope, 
including the whole Korbanot section of the daily morning service. 

The Reformers also held heretical views on other subjects. For instance, they didn't 
believe in the ultimate return of all Jews to their ancient homeland and the re- 
establishment of the Davidic monarchy under the Messiah-King. And even when the 
Zionist movement got under way, and the Reformers, like the Orthodox, gradually came 
to terms with it, though they welcomed the partial ingathering of the exiles and 
supported the State of Iarael, they still did not desire the total ingathering of the exiles,



'i.e., the abolition of the Diaspora, nor did they wish the State of Israel to become a 
messinaic theocracy. 

Again, they had their doubts about the resurrection of the dead, and about miracle 
stories taken literally; they were not keen on too many references to angels, and to Satan; 
and they were not persuaded that it was a good idea for Jewish men to pray, 'Blessed 
art thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who hast'not made me a woman.‘ 
In addition to all that, some of the Reformers felt that there was a need for new prayers, 
for the exuberant growth of the traditional liturgy in ancient and medieval times had 
meant that by the sixteenth century a kind of saturation point had been reached: there 
was no room for new compositions and therefore little point in writing them; But in 
Progressive Judaism the shortening of the services had made it possible to accommodate 
novel material, and therefore some of the Reformers brought into the liturgy great 
passages from classical Jewish literature which had not previously been utilised 
liturgically, and some of them wrote new prayers, mainly in the vernacular, to express 
ideas which they felt needed to be expressed, e.g., concern for the well-being not only of 
the Jewish people but of the peoples among whom they lived, and the hope for the 
establishment of justice, compassion and peace in human society as a whole. 

The Prayerbooks of Progressive Judaism 

All these desiderata clearly necessitated the compilation of new prayerbooks, 
significantly different from the traditional ones, both negatively, in what was to be 
omitted, and positively, in what was to be added. 
In this respect the past 180 years since the Hamburg Temple have been largely a period 
of experimentation, and it doesn't look as if there will be a definitive Progressive Jewish 
prayerbook in the foreseeable future. Nevertheless there has also been a tendency 
towards standardisation. 

In Germany, in the nineteenth century, almost every Reform rabbi of note produced a 
prayerbook for his own community. Abraham Geiger, the greatest of them, produced 
two, one in 1854, and a revised one in 1871. That, in turn, influenced the 
Einheitsgebetbuch, produced in 1929 by Caesar Seligman with the co-operation of Ismar 
Elbogen, which was the standard prayerbook of German Liberal Jewry until the 
Holocaust. 

In the United States, both Isaac M. Wise and David Einhorn compiled Reform 
prayerbooks, and Einhorn's, called Olat Tamid, became the basis of the Union Prayer 
Book, adopted by the Central Conference of American Rabbis in 1894, which then 
became the standard liturgy of American Reform Jewry. 

In the UK, the West London Synagogue of British Jews, founded in 1840, published 
within one year its own prayerbook, Forms of Prayer for Jewish Worship, edited by its 
rabbi, David Woolf Marks. It was essentially a Sefardi liturgy with omissions, and even 
the revised edition of 1931, showing the influence of Morris Joseph and Harold Reinhart, 
contained little in the way of new material. 
Then in 1902 the Jewish Religious Union was founded by Lily Montagu and Claude 
Montefiore and a few years later established the Liberal Jewish Synagogue, with Israel 
Mattuck (who, like Harold Reinhart, came from America) as its rabbi. He, in the 19205, 
produced the Liberal Jewish Prayer Book, which, compared with Forms of Prayer, went to 
the opposite extreme, in that it paid scant attention to tradition but contained a great 
deal of innovation.



'Since the Second World War, however, a new trend has asserted itself, and that is, on 
the one hand, to preserve or reinstate as much as possible of the traditional liturgy, with 
textual modifications if necessary, but, on the other, to combine that with a great deal of 
innovation and creativity. In other words, the motto was no longer 'either tradition or 
modemity' but 'both', even 'as much as possible of both', harmoniously blended. 

The first product of this new trend was a prayerbook called Service of the Heart, which I 

co-edited with Rabbi Chaim Stem of the United States, published by the Union of 
Liberal and Progressive Synagogues or ULPS, successor of the Jewish Religious Union, in 
1967. Since then the same general formula, combining tradition and modernity, has been 
adopted in their different ways by all the major Progressive movements around the 
world. That includes the Central Conference of American Rabbis, whose Union Prayer 
Book was replaced in 1975 by Gates of Prayer, edited by Chaim Stern, and the Reform 
Synagogues of Great Britain or RSGB, with its new Forms of Prayer, edited by Rabbi 
Lionel Blue and Rabbi Dr Jonathan Magonet in 1977. 

An incidental feature of this new generation of prayerbooks was the use of modern 
English in the translations, so that, for instance, God was no longer .addressed as 'thou' 
but as 'You' - a style also adopted by some Orthodox prayerbooks including the 1990 
Centenary Edition of Singer's and the ArtScroll Siddur, first published in 1984. 

Siddur Lev Chadash 

The latest product of the new trend in Progressive Judaism, to combine maximum 
traditionalism with maximum creativity, is Siddur Lev Chudash, which I co-edited, again 
with Rabbi Chaim Stern, and was published by the ULPS in 1995; and for the rest of our 
available time I would like to describe and illustrate its principal features. 

Perhaps the first general point to be made is that, like its predecessor, Service of the 
Heart, it builds on the previous Progressive liturgies of Germany and America. In this it 
differs from the liturgy of the RSGB, which ignores that heritage almost completely and 
deals with every problem as if it had never been tackled before. 

Another feature is that, like Service of the Heart, it has an appendix of extensive notes, 
identifying the sources of the prayers, and explaining any textual changes that have been 
made in them. In this it differs from practically all other Progressive prayerbooks, 

A third general charactareristic of Siddur Lev Chadash is that it not only continues the use 
of modern English in the translations but carries it one stage further by using throughout 
gender-sensitive,1anguage, so that God is no longer referred to as 'Father' or 'Lord' or 
'King' or 'He', and human beings are no longer referred to as 'men' when 'men and women‘ 
are meent. That was, as you can imagine, a formidable and controversial undertaking, 
but I think we managed it quite satisfactorily, and it seems to have been generally well 
accepted. 

We have not attempted to do the same with the Hebrew, a vastly more difficult task 
which we felt we must leave to some future generation; but just occasionally, we have 
adjusted the traditional imbalance. For instance, in the Ge'ullah benediction following 
the Shema ‘m the morning service, the phrase leading into the Mi Chamochah quotation 
from the Song at the Red Sea, now reads rm nnnm: mm 1)» 1'7 'amw‘ um m mm, Then, 
with great joy, Moses, Miriam and all Israel together sang to You this song.‘ And in the 
first benediction of the Amidah, known as Avot, we now refer, in Hebrew and English, 
not only to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, but also to Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Leah. 

The next point to be made is that, in order to keep the services reasonably short and yet 
accommodate as much material (mainly traditional material) as possible, we offer in



'some instances a variety of options that can be used in rotation. For instance, we offer 
five versions of the opening section of the Friday Evening Service, known as Kabbalat 
Shabbat. That enables us to distribute the eight Psalms which traditionally feature in 
this section, together with another Psalm and one or two Piyyutim, in such a way that 
we only use two on any one occasion. 

Similarly with regard to the Sabbath Morning Service, we have five different versions of 
the opening sections, known as Birchot ha-Shachar and Pesukey de-Zimra, which 
enables us to make use of much, though not all, of the vast amount of material 
traditionally belonging to these sections, together with some innovative material, while 
still keeping the services reasonably short; 
A unique feature of Siddur Lev Chadash is the inclusion of 53 sequences of 'Prayers and 
Readings on Special Themes', each related to the Sidra of the week. For instance, last 
week's theme was 'Dreams‘, this week‘s theme is ‘Life's Journey' and next week's theme 
will be 'Reconciliation'. These 53 sequences, which run to about 200 pages, enable us to 
include a vast amount of material not found in the traditional Siddur, mostly drawn 
from classical Jewish sources such as Bible, Mishnah, Talmud, Midrash and medieval 
Jewish and Chasidic literature, but also a fair amount of modem material, inclusing 
prayers and meditations newly written. 

This feature of Siddur Lev Chadash is somewhat similar to the 'Study Anthology‘ of the 
RSGB‘s Forms of Prayer; but whereas their selection ts taken mainly from modem sources, 
ours, as I have indicated, is taken mainly from classical sources; and whereas their 
passages are given only in English, ours are given in Hebrew as well wherever that is the 
original language. In addition, our sequences are arrangedliturgically, so that they can 
be read alternatively by Reader and Congregation, each sequence ending with a song. On 
average, each sequence adds only about ten minutes to the duration of the service, but 
gives it a specific focus of interest which is repeated only once a year and therefore 
unlikely to get stale. 

Among the novel materials included in Siddur Lev Chudash, perhaps special mention 
should be made of passages taken from the Apocrypha and the Dead Sea Scrolls, in 
Hebrew and English, which thus feature for the first time in any Jewish prayerbook. 

There are many other novel features; for instances, services for Yom ha-Sho'ah and Tu 
bi-Sh'vat, and for 'Initiating a Girl into the Covenant‘, for ‘Admission to Judaism', and 
prayers for a wedding anniversary, and upon retirement; also a selection from Avot 
d'Rabbi Natan, to supplement Pirkey Avot, which is another ‘first'. 

Liturgical Music in Liberal judaism 

But let me conclude with a few words about the music we use in Liberal Judaism. Some 
of it is simply traditional, such as can be heard in most synagogues. Much of it is by the 
great composers of synagogue music of modern times, like Sulzer, Lewandowski, 
Mombach and Wasserzug. Here, for instance, is Lewandowski's version of the second 
benediction of the Amidah, known as Gevurot, sung by the Director of Music of the 
Liberal Jewish Synagogue, Cathy Heller-Jones. In it, by the eay, you will notice a textual 
emendation. Whereas the traditional Ashkenazi liturgy inserts into this benediction, but 
in the winter only, the phrase nmn 1mm mm am, that God causes the wind to blow and 
the rain to fall, and whereas most Progressive prayerbooks omit that interpolation 
altogether, we have enlarged it to read, bun 'r’mm mm n‘fim mm 1mm mm mm, that God 
causes the wind to blow and the rain to fall, the sun to shine and the dew to descend, so 
that it can be recited throughout the year, regardless of climate. (TRACK 1) 
Just as we feel free to choose our texts from a great variety of sources, ancient and 
modern, so we feel free to choose our music liberally. Here, for instance, is a very ’___



'attractive piece, more so when sung by a choir but here sung as a solo by Cathy Heller- 
]ones, composed by the highly popular contemporary American singer and song writer 
Debbie Friedman. The words are Mi Chamochah, from the Song at the Red Sea, which 
features in the Ge'ullah benediction after the Shema, (TRACK 2) 
Finally, here is a rather elaborate, and I think magnificent, composition by Israel 
Hoffman, who was born in 1910, became a virtuoso pianist and a schoolmaster, and 
directed the music of the Liberal Jewish Synagogue for about 30 years after the Second 
World War; he died in 1983. The words are from Psahn 43: 'Send out Your light and 
Your truth; let them lead me; let them bring me to Your holy mountain, and to Your 
dwelling-place'. (TRACK 4) 
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(3283 words = 30 minutes + tapes = 40 minutes + 20 minutes for discussion or further illustrations)


