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Shabbat Prayers #26  

The Great Hallel 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Chanuka 5773 

 

On Shabbat (and Yom Tov) mornings, it is assumed that since people are not working, they have 

more time to devote to their prayers.  As a result, Pesukei D’Zimra (the verses of praise that come 

before Shema and its blessings, as well as the Shacharit Amida) are lengthened.1 2 Of the Shabbat and 

Yom Tov additions to this section of the liturgy, the custom for the congregation to stand while reciting    

Tehilla 136 draws attention to this particular Psalm and suggests that it is more important than the rest 

of the additions.  

 The Talmud calls this Psalm “Hallel HaGadol” (the great Hallel) 3 4 and discusses Tehilla 136 in 

terms of its place in the Pesach Haggada, suggesting a connection between this chapter of Tehillim  and 

                                                           
1
 Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 281:1 RaMA 

…And the custom is to recite additional songs of Shabbat, each place in accordance with its custom. And in every 
case, if one does not say it, it is not necessary to cause the person to repeat…And it is appropriate to take one’s 
time and to sing the songs, and one who takes his time should not be criticized, even though the critic’s concern 
stems from the length of the prayers causing interference with Tora study. Nevertheless on Shabbat and Yom Tov 
one should not extend services unreasonably, in order that people be able to eat before the sixth hour…(one 
should not fast on Shabbat and Yom Tov, and if one has not eaten before prayers, the prayers have to end in a 
timely fashion in order that half the day does not go by without the individual having eaten.) 
2 On a weekday morning, Pesukei D’Zimra consists of: a) I Divrei HaYamim 16; b) a series of twenty verses from 

Tehillim; c) Tehilla 100; d) another series of seventeen verses from Tehillim; e) Tehillot 145-50; f) fourteen verses 

from Tehillim, I Divrei HaYamim, and Nechemia; g) Shemot 14:30-1; h) Ibid. 15; and i) four more verses from 

Tehillim, Ovadia, Zecharia and Devarim. On Shabbat and Yom Tov, Tehilla 100 is eliminated, and there is added   

Tehillot 19, 34, 90, 91, 135, 136, 33, 92, and 93, as well as the beautiful liturgical poems Nishmat Kol Chai,  

Shochein Ad and U’VeMakhalot Rivvavot. 
3
 It would appear, at least initially—R. Yochanan in Pesachim 118a offers an alternative explanation listed below—

that   referring to Tehilla 136 as “the great Hallel” is a euphemism, in light of the much greater length of the 
“regular” Hallel, Tehillim 113-118. A comparable case is the term by which the Talmud refers to the Kiddush 
recited on Shabbat morning, “Kiddusha Rabba” (the great Kiddush) when it is no more than the blessing Boreh Peri 
HaGafen over a cup of wine. This is in contrast to the Kiddush on Friday evening which is made up of in addition to 
the blessing over a cup of wine, Biblical passages and a special Blessing of sanctification of Shabbat.  
4
 Perhaps the basis of standing during the recitation of Tehilla 136 is because we stand during the other Hallel. 

Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 422:7 
The Mitzva of reading Hallel should be performed standing. 

 TaZ #4—For it is written (Tehillim 135:1-2) “Halleluka. Praise ye the Name of the LORD; give  
praise, O ye servants of the LORD, Ye that stand in the House of the LORD, in the Courts 
of the House of our God.”  And the fact that we sit on the night of Pesach (at the Seder) 
is because since we divide it (two chapters before the meal and the rest after the meal) 
we do not trouble the celebrants to stand. Furthermore it is a time for reclining and 
expressing freedom.  
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classic Hallel, comprised of Tehillim 113-8, and known in Rabbinic literature, when being contrasted with 

Psalm 136, “Hallel HaMitzri” (the Egyptian Hallel):5  6 

                                                           
5
 The second chapter of  the Tehillot that comprise Hallel refers directly to the Exodus, and therefore gives rise to 

the Hallel prayer as a whole being referred to as Hallel HaMitzri: 
 Tehilla 114 

When Israel came forth out of Egypt, the house of Yaakov from a people of strange language; Yehuda  
became His sanctuary, Yisrael His dominion. The sea saw it, and fled; the Jordan turned backward. The 
mountains skipped like rams, the hills like young sheep. What aileth thee, O thou sea, that thou fleest? 
thou Jordan, that thou turnest backward? Ye mountains, that ye skip like rams; ye hills, like young sheep? 
Tremble, thou earth, at the Presence of the Lord, at the Presence of the God of Yaakov; Who Turned the 
rock into a pool of water, the flint into a fountain of waters.  and more, you and your children. Blessed be 
ye of the LORD who Made heaven and earth. The heavens are the heavens of the LORD; but the earth 
hath He Given to the children of men. The dead praise not the LORD, neither any that go down into 
silence; But we will bless the LORD from this time forth and forever. Halleluka.   

However, it must be pointed out that six verses in Hallel HaGadol, Tehillim 136:10-15, also describe Yetziat 
Mitzrayim, in effect more verses than are devoted to this theme in Hallel HaMitzri! 

To Him that Smote Egypt in their first-born, for His Mercy endureth forever; And Brought out Israel from 
among them, for His Mercy endureth forever; With a Strong Hand, and with an Outstretched Arm, for His 
Mercy endureth forever. To Him Who Divided the Red Sea in sunder, for His Mercy endureth forever; And 
Made Israel to pass through the midst of it, for His Mercy endureth forever; But Overthrew Pharaoh and 
his host in the Red Sea, for His Mercy endureth forever.   

6
 Although the Talmud proposes that Hallel was recited throughout the history of the Jews, the earliest instances 

mentioned are while they were preparing their Passover sacrifices and following their deliverance at the Sea of 
Reeds during the Exodus from Egypt, thus further justifying its appellation as Hallel HaMitzri: 

Pesachim 117a 
Who recited this Hallel?  
R. Yose said: My son Eleazar maintains [that] Moshe and Israel said it when they ascended from the [Red] 

Sea,  
but his Yeshiva disagrees with him, averring that David said it.  
But his view is preferable to theirs: Is it possible that Israel slaughtered their Passover-offerings or took 

their palm-branches without uttering song!… 
 
Our Rabbis taught: Who uttered this Hallel?  
R. Eleazar said: Moshe and Israel uttered it when they stood by the [Red] Sea. They exclaimed, (Tehillim 

115:1) ‘Not unto us, not unto us,’ and the Holy Spirit responded. (Yeshayahu 48:11) ‘For mine 
own sake, for mine own sake, will I do it.’   

R. Yehuda said: Yehoshua and Israel uttered it when the kings of Canaan attacked them. They exclaimed, 
‘Not unto us [etc.]’ and the Holy Spirit responded etc.  

R. Eleazar the Modiite said: Devora and Barak uttered it when Sisera attacked them. They exclaimed, ‘Not 
unto us [etc.].’ and the Holy Spirit responded. ‘For Mine own sake, for Mine own sake, will I do 
it.’  

R. Eleazar b. Azariah said: Chezekiah and his companions uttered it when Sancheirev attacked them. They 
exclaimed, ‘Not unto us [etc.]’ and the Holy Spirit responded etc. 

R. Akiba said: Chanania , Mishael and Azaria   uttered it when the wicked Nevuchadnetzar rose against 
them. They exclaimed, ‘Not unto us etc.,’ and the Holy Spirit responded etc.  

R. Yose the Galilean said: Mordechai and Esther uttered it when the wicked Haman rose against them. 
They supplicated, ‘Not unto us etc.’, and the Holy Spirit responded etc.  

But the Sages maintain: The prophets among them enacted that the Israelites should recite at every 
epoch and at every trouble —may it not come to them! — and when they are redeemed, they 
recite it [in thankfulness] for their delivery. 
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Pesachim 118a 

Our Rabbis taught: Over the fourth (cup of wine at the Seder) he concludes7 the Hallel 
(Tehillim 115-118) and recites the great Hallel—this is the view of R. Tarfon...  

What comprises the great Hallel?  
Rav  Yehuda said: From (Tehilla 136:1) “O give thanks” until (Ibid. 137:1) “The 

rivers of Babylon.”   
While R. Yochanan said: From (Ibid. 120:1) “A song of ascents” until (Ibid. 137:1) 

“The rivers of Babylon.”   
R. Acha b. Yaakov said: From (Ibid.  135:4) “For the Lord hath Chosen Yaakov 

unto Himself” until (Ibid. 137:1) “The rivers of Babylon.”8  
And why is it called the great Hallel?    

Said R. Yochanan: Because the Holy One, blessed be He, sits in the heights of the 
universe and distributes food to all creatures.  

 
Hallel HaGadol and Hallel HaMitzri certainly share certain elements:  
 

a) The sentence: “O give thanks unto the LORD, for He is Good, for His Mercy endureth 
forever”. Tehillim 118:1; 136:1. (The verse is repeated a number of times by 
both the Shliach Tzibbur and the congregation in Hallel HaMitzri.) 

b) References to the Exodus: Tehillim 114:1, 3, 5, 8; 136:10-15. 
 and c) Mentioning God as Creator of the Heavens: Tehillim 115:4,5; 136:5. 
 

Yet R. Yochanan saw fit to attribute the adjective “HaGadol” to an element in Tehilla 136 that 
does not appear anywhere in Hallel HaMitzri, suggesting that Tehilla 136 is at least as great, if 
not even greater, at least from a certain perspective,9 than Chapters 113-8 as an expression of 
spirituality:  
 
 Tehillim 136:25 
 Who Giveth food to all flesh, for His Mercy endureth forever.  
 

                                                           
7
 The two chapters of Tehillim with which Hallel begins, 113-4, are recited just prior to the drinking of the second 

cup and the Seder meal. 
8
 The common denominator in all three views is that at least Tehilla 136 is included. The dispute centers around 

whether additional verses before and after Chapter 136 ought to also be recited. 
9
 The Talmud also explains why at the Seder we don’t recite only Tehilla 136 and omit Hallel HaMitzri altogether: 

Pesachim 118a 
Now since there is “the great Hallel”, why do we recite this one (Hallel HaMitzri)?  Because it includes [a 
mention of] the following five things: 1) The exodus from Egypt, 2) the dividing of the Red Sea, 3) the 
giving of the Torah [Revelation], 4) the resurrection of the dead, and 5) the pangs of Messiah. The exodus 
from Egypt, as it is written, (Tehillim 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.”  

These two explanations could be categorized as representing a clash between “quantity” (Hallel HaMitzri) and 
“quality” (Hallel HaGadol). Another approach would be to define the contents of Hallel HaMitzri as representing 
that which HaShem Did for us in the past, in contrast to Hallel HaGadol’s including an element that continues to 
affect us directly in the present.  
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The importance of verbally acknowledging HaShem’s Goodness in Providing Parnasa for all living things 
as part of Pesukei D’Zimra, as well as at other points during daily prayers,10 is given prominence in 
another Talmudic passage as well: 
 

Berachot 4b 
R. Eleazar b. Avina says: Whoever recites [Psalm 145 “Ashrei”] “Praise of David” 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?11  
Then let him recite, (Tehillim 119) “Happy are they that are upright in the way”,  

which has an eightfold alphabetical arrangement.12  
Again, is it because it contains [the verse],(Ibid. 145:16) “Thou Openest Thy 

Hand [and Satisfiest every living thing with Favor]”? Then let him recite 
the great Hallel,  where it is written: “Who giveth food to all flesh”! 

Rather, [the reason is] because it (“Ashrei”) contains both.  
 

The stress in these Rabbinic sources’ interpretations of Tehillim 136 and 145 for appreciating 
how HaShem Continues to Care for us as well as the entire Creation by making food available to us, even 
during a time of Hester Panim (lit. a hiding of the Face, i.e., overt miracles are no longer part of our 
experience), should remind us how important it is to acknowledge God’s Involvement in our lives. The 
implications of the importance of 136:2513 and 145:16 suggest that in addition to reciting these verses 
with concentration and engagement, it is also important to be careful about all Blessings before and 
after eating, since these practices express a similar deep appreciation regarding the origins of our food 
which we more often than not take for granted.  

 
 
 
  
  

                                                           
10

 The two additional times aside from Pesukei D’Zimra for reciting Ashrei daily are: once at the end of the morning 
service, beginning the final section of the prayers, and as the introductory reading to the Mincha Amida.  
11

 The reference to Tehilla 145’s alphabetic order of verses is not perfect, since a verse beginning with the letter 
“Nun” does not appear. (In one of the Dead Sea Scrolls containing “Ashrei”, a verse beginning with “Nun” is 
included. The text reads:   

  ”.HaShem is Faithful in His Words and Gracious in all of His Deeds“" אמן אלקים בדבריו וחסיד בכל מעשיונ"
See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UXCq0Ik-x74            
12

 Each letter of the alphabet is represented by eight verses whose opening word begins with the letter in question 
in this chapter of Tehillim. 
13

 Aruch HaShulchan, Orech Chaim 51:8 
…”And whomever says ‘Tehilla LeDavid’ three times (daily), he is assured of entering the World to Come…’ and it is 
understood that this is only when it is recited with concentration, and at the very least one is obligated to have 
intention for the verse (145:16) “Thou Openest Thy Hand…”, and if one does not have intention, then he should go 
back and repeat it…  
It is notable that I am unaware of a similar sentiment connected to 136:25, although the Talmud seems to equate 
the two verses in terms of the importance of each of these Psalms as a whole. 
   
  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UXCq0Ik-x74

