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Prayer #22 

Psalm 136—“Hodu LaShem Ki Tov, Ki LeOlam Chasdo” 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Chanuka 5722 

 

 One of the additions to the introductory section of Shacharit on Shabbat and Yom Tov is Psalm 

136, known as “Hallel HaGadol”1 (the great Hallel/song of praise) (Koren, p. 421), consisting of twenty-

six separate lines of glorification for the Divine, each verse concluding with the phrase “Ki LeOlam 

Chasdo” (His Loving-Kindness is forever”.2 When we contrast Hallel HaGadol with what we usually refer 

                                                           
1
 Pesachim 118a 

Our Rabbis taught: At the fourth (cup of wine at the Pesach Seder) he concludes the Hallel and recites the great 
Hallel-- this is the view of R. Tarfon. Others say: (Tehillim 23)  “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want....”’    
What comprises the great Hallel? Rab Judah said: From (Ibid. 137) “O give thanks” until “the rivers of Babylon.”  
While R. Johanan said: From (Ibid. 120-136) “A song of ascents” until “the rivers of Babylon.”   
R. Aha b. Jacob said: From (Ibid. 135:4-136) “for the Lord hath chosen Jacob unto himself”  until “the rivers of 
Babylon.”…  
Now since there is the great Hallel, why do we recite this one (Ibid. 113-118, the standard Hallel prayers, at the 
Seder;* in order to distinguish this series of Tehillim from Hallel HaGadol, the former prayer is referred to as Hallel 
HaMitzri, [the Egyptian Hallel] because of its specific references to the Exodus from Egypt in )?  Because it includes 
[a mention of] the following five things: The exodus from Egypt, the dividing of the Red Sea, the giving of the Torah 
[Revelation], the resurrection of the dead, and the pangs of Messiah.  The exodus from Egypt, as it is written, (Ibid. 
114:1) “When Israel came forth out of Egypt”; as the dividing of the Red Sea: (Ibid. 3) “The sea saw it, and fled”;  
the giving of the Torah: (Ibid. 4) “The mountains skipped like rams”;  resurrection of the dead: (Ibid. 116:9) “I shall 
walk before the Lord [in the land of the living]”;  the pangs of Messiah: (Ibid. 115:1) “Not unto us, O Lord, not unto 
us”.  

*Hallel HaMitzri is recited in addition to during the Seder, as part of Shacharit of Yomim Tovim, Rosh Chodesh, Chanuka, and, in 

some congregations, the evenings of the first two days of Pesach. 
2 1) Thank the Lord, for He is Good, His Loving-Kindness is forever. 

2) Thank the God of gods,…                                                                             Theological concepts 

3) Thank the Lord of lords…                                                                         

4) To the One Who alone Works great wonders… 

5) Who Made the Heavens with Wisdom… 

6) Who Spread the earth upon the waters…                                                 Creation 

7) Who Made the great lights… 

8) The sun to rule by day… 

9) The moon and the stars to rule by night…                                            

10) Who Struck Egypt through their firstborn… 

11) And Brought out Israel from their midst… 

12) With a Strong Hand and Outstretched Arm…                                         Exodus 

13) Who Split the Reed Sea into parts… 

14) And made Israel pass through it… 

15) Casting Pharoah and his army into the Reed Sea…                            

16) Who Led His People through the wilderness… 

17) Who Struck down great kings…                                                                    

18) And Slew mighty kings…                                                                               Wanderings in the desert 
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to as (“regular”) Hallel, or Hallel HaMitzri (see fn. 1) (Koren, p. 727 ff.) , while there certainly are more 

invocations of the phrase “Ki LeOlam Chasdo” in Tehillim 136 than in Hallel HaMitzri,3 yet compared to 

the number of individual verses that make up each of these “Hallel”’s,4 it is understandable to think that 

the adjective “HaGadol” is being used euphemistically,5 i.e., referring to something as “great” or “large”, 

when in actuality it is just the opposite. However, the Talmud understands “Gadol” in a qualitative 

rather than quantitative sense:  

 
Pesachim 116a 
And why is it called the great Hallel? — Said R. Johanan: Because (Tehillim 136:25 ) the Holy One, 
blessed be He, sits in the heights of the universe and distributes food to all creatures…

6
  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
19) Sichon, King of the Amorites…                                                                         Wanderings in the desert 

20) And Og, King of Bashan…                                                                                    

21) And Gave their land as a heritage…                                                                Bestower of the Land of Israel                                                              

22) A heritage for His Servant, Israel…                                   

23) Who Remembered us in our lowly state…                                                     Reference to the Tochecha                                                                        

24) And Rescued us from our tormentors…                                                          

25) Who Gives food to all flesh…                                                                           Manifestation of God’s Goodness  

26) Give thanks to the God of Heaven, His Loving-Kindness is forever.           Summary 
3
 Hallel HaMitzri includes the first four verses of Tehillim 118: (Koren, p. 733) 

Thank the Lord for He is Good, His Loving-Kindness is forever. 

Let Israel say… 

Let the house of Aharon say… 

Let those who fear the Lord say, His Loving-Kindness is forever. 

Tehillim 118:1 is repeated twice more before the end of Hallel HaMitzri. (Koren, p. 737) 
4
 Hallel HaMitzri: Tehillim 113-118 (6 chapters of Tehillim) 

Hallel HaGadol: Tehillim 136 (1 chapter of Tehillim) 
5
 A precedent for using such language for a prayer that is quantitatively smaller than that to which it is being 

compared, is Kiddush on Shabbat morning (Koren, p. 575—while verses from Yeshayahu and Shemot are 

customarily added prior to the recitation of the blessing over wine, the following passage from Pesachim 

demonstrates that they are non-essential) which is referred to in the Talmud as “Kedusha Rabba” (the great 

Kiddush.) 

Pesachim 106a 

What blessing does he recite by day? -Said Rab Judah: “...who createst the fruit of the vine.”  R. 
Ashi visited Mahuza.  Said they [the Mahuzaeans] to him, “Let the master recite the Great Kiddush 
for us.” They gave him [the cup of wine]. Now he pondered, “What is the Great Kiddush? Let us see,” 
he reasoned, “for all blessings [of Kiddush] we first say ‘. . . who createst the fruit of the vine’”  [So] 
he recited “. . .who createst the fruit of the vine,” and tarried over it,  [and then] he saw an old man 
bend [his head] and drink. Thereupon he applied to himself [the verse], “The wise man, his eyes are in  
his head.” 

When compared to the minimum text of the Friday evening Kiddush (Koren, p. 381), the Shabbat morning Kiddush 

is quantitatively certainly not “Rabba”! 
6
 Tehillim 145 is similarly singled out for its containing v. 16, “Poteach Et Yadecha U’Masbia LeChol Chai Ratzon” 

(Thou Openest Thy Hand, and Satisfiest every living thing with Favor.)— 

Berachot 4b 
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The commentary Iyun Tefilla

7
 notes in his introduction to this prayer that while Hallel HaGadol contains a number 

of references (v.10-15) that deal with the Exodus from Mitzrayim, Hallel HaMitzri does not mention even a single 
time that God Dispenses food to all who are in need, and this is why R. Yochanan thinks that Tehillim 136 earned 
such a special appellation. But in and of itself, it is still unclear why this particular Divine attribute of supplying food 
for all should be deemed of so much greater importance than the others. The commentator appears to address 
this issue in his comment directly on v. 25: 
 

He (the Psalmist) is concluding with what he begun—initially, he mentioned the Kindnesses of 
God that include the entire world (v. 1-9), followed by His Kindnesses to His People in particular 
(v. 10-24), and finally he returns to something that applies to all living things.

8
 
9
  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
R. Eleazar b. Abina says: Whoever recites [the psalm] Praise of David (Tehillim 145)  three times daily, is 

sure to inherit the world to come. What is the reason? Shall I say it is because it has an alphabetical 

arrangement?* Then let him recite, (Tehillim 119) “Happy are they that are upright in the way,” which has 

an eightfold alphabetical arrangement. Again, is it because it contains [the verse], “Thou Openest Thy 

Hand [and Satisfiest every living thing with Favor]”?  Then let him recite the great Hallel, (ibid.  136) where 

it is written: “Who giveth food to all flesh!” — Rather, [the reason is] because it contains both.  

The Gemora therefore offers a rationale for why Ashrei (Ibid. 119) is said both during the week and on Shabbat 

and Yom Tov while Hallel HaGadol (Ibid. 136) appears less frequently, only on Shabbat and Yom Tov, despite their 

both containing reference to God’s Providing food for all the earth’s creatures.  

*MaHaRShA explains that the alphabetical arrangement suggests Tora study since the twenty-two letters that organize the contents 

of Tehillim 145 are also the letters that comprise the Tora. Of course in our version of “Ashrei” there is no verse beginning with the 

letter “Nun”. While the Talmud offers an explanation for this apparent inconsistency, can one still refer to the Psalm following the 

alphabet when one letter is missing? 
7
 Included in Otzar HaTefillot, Vol. 1, Nehora D’Orayta, Yerushalayim, 5720, p. 106b. 

8
 Ibid. p. 108a. 

9
 Iyun Yaakov’s analysis of Tehillim 136 leads us to consider the structure of “Ashrei” (Ibid. 145): 

I will exalt You, my God, the King, and bless Your Name forever and all time. 

Every day I will bless You and praise Your Name forever and all time.  

God is Great and greatly to be praised. His Greatness is Unfathomable. 

One generation will praise Your Works to the next, and tell of Your Mighty Deeds. 

On the glorious Splendor of Your Majesty I will meditate and on the Acts of Your Wonders. 

They will talk of the Power of Your awesome Deeds and I will tell of Your Greatness. 

They shall recite the record of Your great Goodness, and sing with joy of Your Righteousness.  

The Lord is Gracious and Compassionate, Slow to anger and Great in Loving-Kindness. 

The Lord is Good to all and His Compassion extends to all of His Works.  

All Your Works will thank You, Lord, and Your devoted one will bless You. 

They shall talk of the Glory of Your Kingship, and speak of Your Might.  

To make known to mankind His Mighty Deeds, and the Glorious Majesty of Your Kingship. 

Your Kingdom is an everlasting Kingdom, and Your Reign is for all generations. 

The Lord Supports all who fall and Raises all who are bowed down. 

All raise their eyes to You in hope, and You Give them their food in due season. 

You Open Your Hand and Satisfieth every living thing with Your Favor. 

The Lord is Righteous in all His Ways and Righteous in all He Does.  

The Lord is Close to all who call on Him, to all who call on Him in truth.  

He Fulfills the will of those who revere Him, He Hears their cry and Saves them.  

http://halakhah.com/berakoth/berakoth_4.html#4b_19
http://halakhah.com/berakoth/berakoth_4.html#4b_22
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 The Talmudic and Rabbinic discussion discussed above regarding the importance of Hallel 
HaGadol as well as “Ashrei” leads one to rethink the entire prayer enterprise. Most individuals would 
probably view communal and individual prayer as a means of focussing upon our Jewish needs for 
ourselves, our family, our community, our people. Yet the concept of God Bestowing food on His World 
which has been highlighted in the Talmudic sources would appear to extend far beyond the Jewish 
people. And when one reads Tehillim 145 in such a light, we are transformed from Shluchei Tzibbur10 
(representatives of the congregation) for the Jewish people to offering supplications for the entire 
world! While such a conception might engender difficulties when considering that there are many who 
are currently displaying their animus to Jews and Jewish values, causing one to wonder why he should 
pray for the welfare of those who appear to hate him, perhaps in this regard we should keep in mind the 
recommendation of Beruria to her husband R. Meir, when confronted by violent, hostile neighbors: 
 

Berachot 10a 

There were once some highwaymen in the neighborhood of R. Meir who caused him a 
great deal of trouble. R. Meir accordingly prayed that they should die. His wife Beruria  
said to him: How do you make out [that such a prayer should be permitted]? Because it 
is written (Tehillim 104:35) “Let Chatta'im (sins) cease”? Is it written “Chot'im” 
(sinners)?  It is written “Chatta'im”!  Further, look at the end of the verse: “and let the 
wicked men be no more”. Since the sins will cease, there will be no more wicked men! 
Rather pray for them that they should repent, and there will be no more wicked. He did 
pray for them, and they repented.  
 

 
 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
The Lord Guards all who love Him, but all the wicked He will Destroy.  

My mouth shall speak the Praise of the Lord, and all creatures shall bless His Holy Name forever and all 

time. 

We will bless the Lord now and forever. Halleluka. 

If Iyun Yaakov’s analysis is correct, then “Ashrei” is a much more universal Tehilla than 136. In Tehillim 145 there is 

not a single particularistic reference to Jews or Jewish history. If 136’s few universalistic references are what make 

it stand out, then it stands to reason that 145 should stand out that much more.  
10

 The fact that our prayers are so often in the plural should direct pray-ers to realize that they are praying on 

behalf of others and not only themselves and those who are close to them.  


